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In this body of work, the researcher examines trauma within the educational setting.  By 
conducting a survey and in-depth interviews, the researcher looks to gain an understanding of 
teacher knowledge around trauma and its impacts in the classroom.  More specifically, the study 
aims to understand teacher awareness around the trauma of racism and whether school itself can 
induce trauma in learners.   
An in-depth discussion of trauma, its causes, effects, and implications on the brain and 
overall health are included in this work to provide the reader with the context necessary to 
understand why a working knowledge of this subject is vital for educators.  Race and poverty are 
also examined as they are closely linked with trauma due to the potential of increased stress 
associated with the effects of poverty and systems of oppression existing in the United States.   
The purpose of this study is to provide district-level decision-makers with the necessary 
information to determine what types of future programming is needed to equip educators with 
the tools to provide a culturally competent, trauma-informed classroom.  A proper understanding 
of what teachers believe about trauma and its implications is imperative for administrators to 
provide targeted, timely, and comprehensive forms of professional development. 
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 
“Trauma in a person, decontextualized over time, can look like personality. Trauma in a 
family, decontextualized over time, can look like family traits. Trauma in a people, 
decontextualized over time, can look like culture.” 
 Resmaa Menakem, 2017 
Pendulum swings in education are persistent as research into best pedagogical practices 
for students is constant, as are federal and state initiatives to improve school performance.  
Because of shifts in methodologies and initiatives, teachers experience various changes from one 
year to the next, some for the better and some not.  American schools have experienced a 
demographic shift over the past 25 years due to a change in the national race and ethnic diversity.  
These fluctuations have led to many schools working to improve how teachers engage with 
underrepresented students.  Schools have also recognized the need to acknowledge the social and 
emotional needs of the children they teach, as research has shown that students not prepared to 
learn are likely experiencing struggles outside the classroom as well.  Change in this area has 
been slow. As teachers race to keep up with state and federal initiatives via professional 
development, districts have also begun to look at policies and procedures that have been in place 
for years that are not consistent with student equity.  To best meet students' needs, schools must 
closely examine the discipline, curricular, and systemic policies, procedures, and programming 
in place to determine what elements no longer make sense and may even be damaging to the 
students being served.  Extensive research and training regarding students' overall mental health 
and what to do about assessing and treating those issues within the school day must be examined 
as studies have shown that students struggling with mental health are often not prepared to learn 






This research will examine trauma and trauma-informed practices within schools as well 
as teacher familiarity and impressions of a trauma-informed approach.  Within this context, the 
researcher will further scrutinize ways schools can avoid inducing trauma or re-traumatizing 
students within the school setting.  The researcher has been a public school educator for over 20 
years.  Within this period, her experience with students suffering from trauma at the hands of 
background, race, sexual orientation, or socioeconomic status led her to pursue the study of 
trauma and intergenerational trauma in the school setting.  Teacher training surrounding healing- 
centered engagement and cultural competency intend to generate an environment supportive of 
all students knowing past and current educational systems too often fail Black and Brown 
students.  Daily encounters with racism adds a layer to the stress encountered by Black and 
Brown children. In this form, transgenerational trauma needs to be introduced to teachers as a 
type of long-term, toxic stress endured by students. Best practices for creating a safe, engaging, 
and supportive classroom must be presented to educators as non-negotiable classroom elements. 
Long-sitting educational methods and systems must be dismantled to provide opportunities for 
success for all children. 
METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 
This research intends to inform a governing body of information gathered to facilitate 
guided decisions that will benefit students suffering from trauma.  The information provided will 
assist in making practical, informed decisions for staff professional development.  The researcher 
chose a mixed-methods approach for this work.  Mixed-methods was selected as it allowed the 
researcher to gather both baseline data from a large group of individuals and follow-up with a 
more in-depth understanding of teacher views of trauma via interview sessions. This work's 






generation for programming is a tenet of a pragmatic framework (Morgan, 2007).  The 
researcher will utilize this approach as it is well suited to a mixed-methods study and will allow 
the researcher to incorporate a social justice lens to tell the story of student trauma within the 
school setting (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  Pragmatism, which focuses on research that 
ultimately drives action, allows the researcher flexibility in research methodology and melds 
well with the study's core by analyzing contemporary social issues and learning about the world 
through experiences and actions (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). 
Pragmatism utilizes various research methods to gather a more comprehensive view of 
the subject of study.  Within this framework, the researcher intends to collect data on student 
behavior, teacher beliefs, and consequences of said behaviors via the research participants 
(Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017).   Utilizing this approach will allow the researcher to understand the 
views and knowledge base of the research participants.  Pragmatism incorporates an ontology 
that purports the idea that individuals experience reality differently and, through this lens, will 
have potentially differing views on the impacts of trauma in the classroom (Kivunja & Kuyini, 
2017).  This study will examine subjects' reality via a mixed-methods collection of data that will 
allow for discovering value-rich axiology, which will ultimately benefit the students relying on a 
safe educational environment (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017).   
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This work will rely on John Rawls, Amartya Sen, and Martha Nussbaum's social justice 
theoretical works to speak to the importance of an equitable and supportive environment for all 
students within public education. Within their works, they collectively view the common good as 






resource availability for all.  Rawls views scarcity of resources as a likely, but unfortunate, 
occurrence while Nussbaum argues the inability to access basic necessities (including education) 
is unacceptable. 
At the heart of this tradition [of liberal political thought] is a twofold intuition 
about human beings: namely, that all, just by being human, are of equal dignity 
and worth, no matter where they are situated in society, and that the primary 
source of this worth is a power of moral choice within them, a power that consists 
in the ability to plan a life in accordance with one’s own evaluation of ends. 
(Nussbaum, 1999, p. 57) 
The social justice theoretical perspective informs this work via the belief that 
opportunities for success and advancement should be available to all.  The research discussed 
within this text examines the implications of poverty and a lack of resources on the potential for 
encountering trauma and seeks solutions to provide for an equitable and resource-rich 
educational experience for all learners.   
BACKGROUND 
Background related to Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 
 The original Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) Study was conducted over a two-year 
period from 1995–1997 and surveyed over 17,000 individuals regarding toxic stress and overall 
health.  The study determined that trauma can have severe implications on general health later in 
life and even lead to a shorter life span for those seriously affected via a series of qualitative 
interview sessions.  The examination of exposure to ACEs has become increasingly popular in 






the sources of trauma could be better defined and expanded.  The updated research gave rise to 
several additions to the ACE scale (community violence, socioeconomic status, illness, poor 
grades, lack of friends), as well as a potential need to conduct longitudinal studies to determine 
the effects of toxic stress into adulthood (Finkelhor, Shattuck, Turner & Hamby, 2013).  These 
studies have driven many stakeholders in education and health fields to acquire a greater 
understanding of toxic stress and its impacts on children academically and physically.  Further 
examination of this topic has led to a trauma-sensitive approach in many classrooms and health 
service providers throughout the country.  While adopting this methodology is beneficial, it 
requires extensive teacher training and, likely, alteration of current curricular design and 
execution.  Implementing the new approach requires time, resources, and a desire to move in a 
new direction. 
A basic understanding of brain development is necessary to comprehend the impact of 
adversity on young children.  It is well documented that experiencing elevated stress hormones 
for extended periods can alter the developing brain's pathways.  Overactivity in the amygdala 
and hippocampus can lead to anxiety, impaired memory, encoding memory issues, and an 
inability to decipher safety or danger in various situations (Shonkoff & Garner, 2012).  The 
limbic system, the earliest neurological system to develop in utero, is responsible for emotional 
control, heart rate, and balance.  If trauma occurs during this system's development, stress 
response, social behavior, and balance can be affected.  (Plumb, Bush & Kersevich, 2016). 
Trauma occurring from birth to six years old can cause the midbrain's development to be 
affected, which may lead to difficulty with motor function and coordination.  If trauma exposure 
continues and the cerebral cortex is impacted, problem-solving, language use and higher-order 






using only the brain's lower orders most frequently, which can have pronounced impacts on 
educational functioning (Plumb et al., 2016).   
Mental Health within our Schools 
 Approximately 25% of US households express concerns related to depression and mental 
health issues (Shanks & Robinson, 2012).  Many of these households may not have access to 
proper mental health treatment because of a lack of resources, further exacerbating the issue.  In 
the United States, 70% of children do not receive outside mental health treatment.  As income is 
the most significant predictor of mental health resource utilization, African American and Latinx 
communities have been found to have consistently less access to essential services (Larson, 
Chapman, Spetz, & Brindis, 2017).  The result of the resource deficiency is a student population 
suffering without the outside services it needs to get well.  However, as 90% of US children 
attend public school, many school-aged children have the opportunity to receive needed mental 
health services during the school day (Plumb et al., 2016).  As the inequities in available services 
have become more apparent and research has increased on the role of mental health in education, 
schools are addressing the issue of emotional well-being by increasing student services when 
possible, creating student social work groups to address targeted issues, and generating tiered 
systems to address students with varying degrees of need.   
While mental health issues arise from various avenues, what many social workers see 
stems from adverse childhood experiences (ACEs).  Approximately 80% of children in the 
United States have experienced some form of childhood trauma (Larson et al., 2017). While this 
statistic is astounding, incidents of ACEs are much higher and more frequent in areas of 






neglect, poverty, and reduced educational attainment are themselves at risk for a similar 
experience in the future (Metzler, Merrick, Klevens, Ports, & Ford, 2016).  The implications of 
adverse childhood experiences are varied in terms of circumstances both in the long and short 
term.  Students with frequent exposure to ACEs were more likely to be placed in special 
education classes, retained in grades, or become disengaged or truant from class (Larson et al., 
2017). Students plagued by fear struggle with focus and are more likely to be anxious and prone 
to hypervigilance due to a perpetual state of fight or flight (Perry, 2006). 
Over time, the effects of long-term, toxic stress can cause a child to operate using only 
the brain's lower orders most frequently, which can have noticeable impacts on educational 
functioning (Plumb et al., 2016).  Exposure to toxic stress is often not singular, but instead, an 
ongoing experience.  Thus, students arrive in the classroom in a heightened state of anxiety and 
are expected to assimilate to the classroom environment and learn like other students.  A student 
with a history of trauma is often advanced on the anxiety continuum while in school, and the 
further the student is down the spectrum, the less capable he or she will be to learn effectively 
(Perry, 2006).  Children dealing with the stress of cyclical poverty, lack of parental education, 
and environmental toxicity are often at an even more significant disadvantage due to the lack of 
community resources provided to poverty-stricken neighborhoods (Shanks & Robinson, 2013).  
Given the implications of toxic stress on the brain, children must be provided with services as 
early as possible to negate some of the damage caused by early exposure to singular or 
continuous trauma.  Ultimately, if a student has experienced significant amounts of toxic stress 
from an early age, brain development has been altered, leaving students feeling "on edge" and 






from trauma may live in compliance mode while in school, and instead of learning, they focus 
solely on following rules and making it through the day unnoticed (Shanks & Robinson, 2019).   
Intersectionality of Race and Mental Health 
 Weathering is a term put forth to summarize the feelings from enduring long-term 
physical, mental, emotional, and psychological effects of racism and living in a society 
dominated by white privilege (McGee & Stovall, 2015).  Weathering is detrimental to the health 
and well-being of those enduring its presence and can cause significant long-term implications.  
A long-time recommendation to those suffering from weathering is to encourage grit, resilience, 
or toughness as a response mechanism.  This method of encouragement is blind to the significant 
stress put on those enduring daily bouts of racism, microaggressions, and systems of oppression.  
To ignore the anxiety, depression, and trauma brought about by living in an inequitable society 
with the suggestion of being tough is too great of an ask to endure.  W. E. B. Du Bois (1968) 
spoke of the added stress African Americans feel when expected to forego their ethnic identity to 
progress through workplace or educational systems.  This type of stress can be excruciating as 
conforming to the dominant culture at the expense of one’s own is a significant psychological 
price to pay for “success.”  To encourage grit and conformity fails to acknowledge the physical 
and mental pain inflicted on multiple generations of African Americans in our history.  
Furthering the stereotype that African Americans are tough and can withstand pain is another 
way to justify the systems of oppression we have set in this country that keep some of us 
comfortable and others in need.  Teachers must understand the implications of these requests of 
students so as not to minimize their feelings regarding trauma at the hands of daily racism.  In 
years past, telling Black and Brown students to develop "thick skin" or "grit" to succeed was 






  The unique environment present in schools allows teachers to observe and identify 
students in need of mental health services.  However, perceptions of teacher bias can serve as an 
obstacle to needed services (Villodas, Pfiffner, Moses, Hartung, & McBurnett, 2019).  Bias is 
seen in the disproportionate number of Black boys referred for primarily Emotionally Disturbed 
(ED) diagnoses.  Externalized behaviors are predominantly the cause of referral for students of 
color, and they are referred at significantly higher rates than their white and Asian classmates 
(Villodas et al., 2019).  Irene Yoon (2019) refers to the ED diagnosis as “haunting,” resulting 
from transgenerational trauma stemming from racism, poverty, and dehumanization. Her 
research shows that a trauma-informed approach is more beneficial for students than a self-
contained classroom.  In addition to inclusionary classrooms, students classified as ED were also 
found to experience increased success when community, family, and maternal bonds are strong, 
coping ability is sufficient, and internalizing and externalizing behaviors are minimal (Whaley, 
DiMotta, & Walker, 2017). Current research is causing schools to look at how we diagnose 
students and place them as well.    
While referring students for externalizing behavior is more common, internalized 
behavior such as depression and withdrawal is also noted.  Students experiencing discrimination 
in the school setting via classmates and teachers have self-reported negative impacts on self-
esteem and motivation as well as feelings of anger, depression, and withdrawal (Sehgal, Jeffries, 
& Rappaport, 2017).  Reports of racist behaviors are more common when students attend schools 
with sizeable racial diversity, but little racial density, possibly because forced interactions 
between groups are more likely to occur (DuPont-Reyes & Villatoro, 2019).  While diversity is 






benefit if they are not positively engaging with their classmates and becoming more culturally 
competent. 
School Solutions via a Trauma-Informed Approach 
It is well known that toxic stress can contribute to PTSD, depression, and anxiety, often 
symptoms of students struggling in school. Thus, graduation rates have increased for students 
suffering from ACEs placed with teachers trained to work with students experiencing toxic 
stress. In the United States, two-thirds of students are vulnerable to complex trauma at any given 
time (CDC, 2016). This trauma can come in the form of abuse (sexual, physical, emotional), 
neglect, parental divorce, drug abuse, alcoholism or incarceration, or exposure to familial 
violence. Several studies conclude that family dysfunction, child neglect, and maltreatment are 
predictors of school underperformance (McKelvey, Edge, Mesman, Whiteside-Mansell, & 
Bradley, 2018).  Given these findings, it is imperative teachers are provided the resources and 
training to work with students suffering from mental health issues due to stresses from home. In 
one study, students exposed to toxic stress dropped out at a rate of close to 20%, significantly 
higher than peers not exposed (Porche, Fortuna, Lin, & Alegria, 2011). In these situations, young 
adults are also seven times more likely to wind up in prison and twelve times more likely to 
commit suicide (Redford, 2015). Statistics such as these are distressing for those who work with 
students suffering from toxic stress ramifications. The responsibility to prioritize learning and 
curriculum is in constant competition with the students' social/emotional needs. When this 
conflict exists, it becomes challenging to maintain equitable academic rigor and success while 






As discussed, services for mental health are more available than in decades past in public 
schools.  That being said, not all students are receptive to seeking treatment.  While attitudes 
regarding social work services should not be overgeneralized, studies show attitudes shift by race 
and gender.  Because social norms vary by culture, reasons for an aversion to therapy are also 
not consistent.  African American and Latinx populations report reluctance to treatment as 
professionals are often not trusted due to a lack of cultural understanding of their group and the 
social stigma surrounding therapy (Gonzalez, Alegria, Prihoda, Copeland, & Zeher, 2009).  
Females also report being more open to therapy and feel comfortable seeking help when needed.  
In situations with females, behavior referrals are less frequent as internalized behavior is the 
norm.  However, females with externalized behaviors are often referred as soon as teachers 
observe the behavior without regard to context or reasoning, as it is not a stereotypical female 
behavior (Gonzalez et al., 2009).   
  School-based health centers (SBHC) are a new source of assistance for students 
struggling with mental health and accessibility to health and dental care.  More schools in 
impoverished areas are adding the benefit of SBHCs via grants and partnerships to secure 
resource availability for students who otherwise would not have access. Of those suffering, 
children of color are less likely to receive treatment than their white peers despite similar needs 
for services (Whitaker, Stone, Anyon, & Blankenbaker, 2019).  The benefit of SBHCs is evident 
as students less likely to receive services outside of school now have accessibility during the 
school day.  Whitaker et al. (2019) report Black and Latinx students are more likely to use 
services than their Asian classmates except for medical services. Nevertheless, SBHCs provide a 
resource sorely lacking in many communities and provide equity for students with a resource 






To best provide services for students exposed to high levels of ACEs, various 
interventions have been designed. Alternative settings, accessibility to health services, teacher 
training, and mentor programs are all used by schools to better assist students. While working 
with students suffering from childhood trauma provides challenges, many risk factors can be 
offset by the presence of a stable, caring adult (Redford, 2015).  That being said, ACEs are best 
negated when targeted early on in the child's development.  Therefore, instructing teachers on 
creating a classroom with a trauma-sensitive curriculum is imperative in early education 
classrooms.  Working to prevent toxic stress by educating parents is also a strategy used at some 
early childhood centers.  Offering prevention programs at locations such as these have proven to 
increase child engagement and long-term retention within the school system (Woods-Jaeger, 
Sexton, Gardner, Seidlik, Slagel, Tezza, & O’Malley, 2018).   
Student discipline models are also being examined in schools incorporating a trauma-
sensitive approach.  While schools may be deemed safe environments, they are not free from 
factors that may trigger trauma.  Smell, sound, raised voices, touch, and violence may trigger 
students with PTSD associated with ACEs to recall painful experiences (Martin, Ashley, White, 
Axelson, & Clark, 2017).  If teachers are not trained in trauma in these instances, student 
behavior may be interpreted as inappropriate instead of a response to toxic stress.  This requires a 
significant amount of work on the part of the school, as the entire discipline approach must often 
be altered.  The approach teachers take needs to be modified to “what’s going on?” instead of 
issuing punitive consequences, which for many educators, is not the approach often learned or 
taken (Martin et al., 2017).  Restructuring punitive discipline is imperative for schools as there is 






2015).  If schools are to achieve equity, a significantly different approach needs to be adopted 
regarding student discipline models. 
Inducing Trauma in Schools 
 Despite the services and programming schools engage in to provide an environment for 
students to thrive, missteps occur and systems exist that, without dismantling, will continue to 
inflict trauma and anxiety on students.  Discipline data shows significant discrepancies in 
suspension and expulsion rates starting in pre-school for students of color.  Public education in 
the US is often compared with the disproportionalities existing in the criminal justice system 
(Dutil, 2020). A considerable concern around discipline policy is the policy generators 
themselves.  If discipline policies are created solely via the perspective of often white 
administrators, the student lens is disregarded, and discipline guidelines can be problematic in 
schools where students are primarily Black and Brown learners. Asking students to follow rigid, 
inflexible discipline guidelines under the guise of teaching “responsibility” is often expected 
without considering the backgrounds students are coming from.  Enacting such policies to force 
responsibility leaves out a critical element that students face every day – systemic barriers 
(Gaffney, 2019).  When systemic issues are left out of the conversation, enforcing strict policies 
implies that something is wrong with the student, not our systems, if rules are not followed 
precisely.  Behavioral expectations are appropriate but must be created by a variety of 
stakeholders, students, staff, parents, and teachers must be part of the conversation to avoid a 
deficit mindset regarding behavioral expectations. If policy makers do not understand the 
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral implications of trauma, students will suffer from re-






 The use of a Student Resource Officer (SRO) is another way disciplinary action can 
induce trauma within schools.  The SRO is typically used to deter aggression within schools 
stemming from gang activity and large-scale violence and monitor drug use and distribution and 
potential weapons offenses.  While these types of violations may warrant a police presence, 
incidents occurring within schools where SROs have been used have crossed over into simple 
classroom management issues and instances that may have been handled more appropriately by 
the teacher or dean.  Increased disciplinary contact with the school SRO officer can lead to or 
further exacerbate a negative view of the police, especially for students of color, as they are 
disproportionately suspended or expelled as a result of these interactions (Espelage, Sheikh, 
Robinson, Valido, Ingram, Torgal, Atria, Salma, Chalfant, Poekert, & Nicholson, 2020).  As the 
SRO's role isn’t always explicitly defined, lines can be crossed, and responsibilities can be 
blurred, resulting in inappropriate and unnecessary use of police discipline.  If schools are to 
continue using SROs as a discipline source, more training must be provided that includes cultural 
competency and social-emotional components to limit scenarios that can be blown out of 
proportion because the school officer has gotten involved. 
 Further trauma can be induced in schools when students are given poorly chosen 
readings, assignments, or activities (Gaffney, 2019).  Assigning books while referring to racism 
in the past tense is referred to as erasure and can generate the idea that current systems of 
oppression are imagined or blown out of proportion (Gaffney, 2019).  Asking students to write 
about traumatic events or create trauma simulations can also be toxic in the school environment 
and can lead to re-traumatization.  Placing students in classes by ability via test scores can also 
be toxic as students positioned in lower-level classes are often looked at as challenged and 






attend field trips or after-school events due to grades or missed assignments results in fewer 
experiences, dehumanization of the student, and a transactional relationship between student and 
teacher (Gaffney, 2019).  Student-teacher relationships need to be centered around trust and 
security and not rooted in compliance for a healing connection to exist. 
 Well-intended Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) and Positive Behavioral Interventions 
and Supports (PBIS) programs can also inflict unintended trauma on students.  SEL and PBIS 
programs can often employ a “colorblind” approach that fails to acknowledge racial or cultural 
differences in programming (Gregory & Fergus, 2017).  Such a system can force students to be 
responsible for assimilating to a Western, specifically white, perspective to succeed in school.  
The ask of conformity to comply behaviorally and academically within a school is a potential 
instigator of trauma.  To require students to push aside their culture to fall in line with school 
programming is a harmful ask and only helpful to those not being asked to conform. 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
Students' social-emotional wellness has become increasingly essential in US schools as 
we have discovered that students struggling emotionally are often not prepared to learn.  To 
better address these issues, schools have implemented various programming in K-12 classrooms 
to increase emotional awareness and regulation and develop empathy in students.  Recently, 
developmental trauma has risen to the forefront as an issue significantly impacting students in 
the classroom and requiring teacher training to yield a greater understanding.  Adverse childhood 
experiences (ACEs) have been determined to affect approximately 80% of US students (Larson 
et al., 2017). Thus, teachers must be armed to deal with classroom implications regarding 






mindful of policies existing within the school that set particular groups up for failure.  Behavioral 
expectations that are written without the consideration of all students can be biased and can re-
traumatize students who are struggling outside of school.  As schools are meant to be a safe place 
to learn and grow, professional development must be provided so teachers and administrators can 
ensure they are providing such experiences for every student in the building, and if systems are 
in place that are preventing this from happening, they must be dismantled. 
Within the umbrella of developmental trauma, there are several distinct categories.  
Currently, trauma is often addressed as a single incident students have experienced and is 
causing continuing harm.  However, trauma is not always singular and can be experienced in the 
long-term and throughout generations.  Transgenerational trauma is an area in need of more 
significant study and focus as many students may be encountering the weathering of daily bouts 
of racism, stresses of generational poverty, and haunting due to decades of systems of brutality 
and oppression.  
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
This study will focus on two primary research questions: 
1. What do teachers know and understand about trauma in the school setting? 
 
2. Are there ways in which schools are inducing trauma or causing re-
traumatization? 
 
a.  What are the implications? 
 
 
SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY 
Childhood trauma is a pervasive problem affecting approximately two-thirds of 






experiences are much higher and more frequent in areas of socioeconomic distress.  It is known 
that children living in situations of cyclic child abuse, neglect, poverty, and reduced educational 
attainment are themselves at risk for a similar experience in the future (Metzler, Merrick, 
Klevens, Ports, & Ford, 2016).  Because of current and former systems of racism and oppression, 
ACEs are more likely to have occurred in Black and Brown children. Systemic racism within our 
schools, communities, and public life can lead to toxic stress integrating families and causing 
elevated levels of stress and long-term trauma (Brown, Davis, Hernandez, & Ming, 2019).  Thus, 
a basic understanding of trauma is becoming more common in the educational setting, with the 
intent to serve students of all backgrounds and circumstances more adequately. 
W.E.B. Dubois (1935) described the brutality of being sold into slavery as, “The 
transportation of ten million human beings out of the dark beauty of their mother continent into 
the new-found Eldorado of the West.  They descended into hell.”  The magnitude of trauma such 
as this is difficult to comprehend for those who have not endured it. The trauma experienced 
during chattel slavery and in years after helps to form a root system for trauma that can be passed 
generationally (Goodman, 2013). As 79% of teachers in the United States are white, the ability to 
relate to racially derived trauma is potentially minimal.  This is why educators must have full 
exposure to trauma education but not only singular trauma.  The entire scope of trauma must be 
presented to educators so they understand that just because student adversity hasn’t been 
indicated on record does not mean the student does not suffer from generations of trauma.  Black 
children's overrepresentation in discipline data is one of the indicators of a systemic problem in 
public education.  When teachers, primarily white, are unable to understand the students with 
which they work and mistake fear for insubordination, frustration with danger, or apathy with 






While research indicates that African Americans are significantly impacted by the 
discriminatory past and present of this country, it is essential to recognize that not every Black 
student suffers from trauma and necessitates a teacher to intervene.  Barlow (2018) warns in her 
research on trauma that Blackness has become conflated with trauma in the United States.  The 
Black experience has been treated as monolithic, and because of this, it is assumed by some that 
all Black lives are traumatic (Barlow, 2018).  One cannot paint the African American experience 
in the United States with too broad a brush as all lives are not the same.  Not all African 
American families experience trauma, nor are all living in poverty, and for educators, those 
assumptions cannot be made in a classroom full of diversity. A trauma-informed and culturally 
competent teaching force is a tool to address issues around disparities in discipline data.  
Educators who have spent time learning about trauma, its implications, and indicators have 
worked to become more culturally competent while also knowing the work never stops is 
essential to moving education forward.   
DEFINITIONS OF TERMS 
Within this study, the following terms are used: 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) – Adverse childhood experiences, or ACEs, are 
potentially traumatic events that occur in childhood (0-17 years). For example, experiencing 
violence, abuse, or neglect, witnessing violence in the home or community, having a family 
member attempt or die by suicide, etc. ACEs are linked to chronic health problems, mental 
illness, and substance misuse in adulthood. ACEs can also negatively impact education and job 






Developmental Trauma (DT) – Developmental Trauma is a term generated to describe children 
experiencing several traumas within childhood instead of a singular incident. 
Healing Centered Engagement – Healing centered engagement is a different approach from 
trauma-informed care.  This approach relies on culture, civic engagement, and collective healing 
to move past trauma. 
Transgenerational Trauma – Trauma passed through generations in various situations, including 
passing by storytelling and behavior. 
Trauma-Informed Care – Trauma-informed care refers to the idea most students have 
experienced some sort of trauma, and in response, educators understand the effects and 
symptoms of trauma in students. 
CONCLUSION 
Going further, more research should be dedicated to the study of the intersectionality of 
trauma, educational systems, and race to address the universal issues surrounding diverse student 
populations and the equity we provide in the school setting.  Research should also extend to the 
topics of poverty, culture, and gender as a function of ways in which equity is not being extended 
to all.  Mental health in youth is a multifaceted issue as the topic involves much more than just 
trauma.  While adversity is at the heart of the matter, a significant number of variables such as 
poverty, race, funding, resources, and education play significant roles.  Students suffering from 
stress are suffering from adverse experiences and potentially experiencing difficulties in the 
educational setting from trauma experienced in school.  A potential lack of school success 






trauma.  Generating a teaching force equipped with skills necessary to address learners with 
cultural competence, identify and nurture students with experiential trauma, and create a 






























CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
“Any situation in which some men prevent others from engaging in the process of inquiry is one 
of violence.” 
                           Paulo Freire, 1970 
INTRODUCTION 
 Students' social-emotional wellness has become increasingly essential in US schools as 
we have discovered that students struggling emotionally are not prepared to learn.  To better 
address these issues, schools have implemented a variety of programming in K-12 classrooms to 
increase emotional awareness and regulation and develop empathy in students.  Recently, the 
topic of developmental trauma has risen to the forefront as an issue significantly impacting 
students in the classroom and requiring teacher training to yield a greater understanding.  With 
staggering statistics identifying a significant number of students exposed to toxic stress, teachers 
must be armed to deal with classroom implications regarding academics, behavior, and overall 
ability to develop and grow as a student.  Within the umbrella of developmental trauma, there are 
several distinct categories.  Trauma is often addressed as a single incident that students have 
experienced and is causing continuing harm.  However, trauma is not always singular and can be 
experienced in the long-term and throughout generations.  Transgenerational trauma is an area in 
need of greater study and focus as many students may be encountering the weathering of daily 
bouts of racism, stresses of generational poverty, and haunting due to decades of systems of 
brutality and oppression.   
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This research will incorporate threads of social justice theory throughout to provide the 






theoretical approach will provide guidance centered around the belief society melds together for 
the common good.  John Rawls (1971) presents a perspective for civilization in which society, 
the economy, and political institutions fit together into one social network that translates from 
one generation to the next.  The idea that citizens can be reasonable and offer cooperation in 
society, even in situations that may not always be advantageous to their personal goals, is of 
utmost importance in a network where social justice is a guiding principle.  Social justice theory 
impacts this work as the benefits of a society where student needs are identified and addressed is 
imperative to success being accessible to all.  
In John Rawls’ 1971 A Theory of Justice, fairness is viewed from a distributive justice 
perspective. In this scenario, resources must go to the least advantaged in unequal distribution 
cases, which is often the case in public schools. Distributive justice ensures students lacking in 
resources (food, adult interaction, educational supplies) at home are provided necessary 
resources at school to supplement what may be lacking, forming a social safety net.  A social 
network not only existing but thriving within a school ecosystem is accomplished when everyone 
within the network is working toward a common goal – educational success for everyone.  
Success looks different for every student, but for achievement to be possible, resources must be 
available and accessible for all, as does support, communication, and equity.  
Within the social justice perspective, equity and justice are achieved when resources are 
accessible for all individuals, despite their wealth.  Among those resources is the availability of 
choice. John Rawls' work examines choice as a right afforded to all individuals, and Amartya 
Sen (1994) also sees an intrinsic value in the freedom to choose. “Choosing may itself be a 
valuable part of living, and a life of genuine choice with serious options may be seen to be— for 






of choice.  The ability to choose whether to take an Advanced Placement course or not accept an 
ED placement, the ability to choose an activity based on interest, or the right to select an 
assignment that does not induce trauma are all choices that students with privilege feel free to 
make.  However, do schools have systems in place that empower Black and Brown students and 
families to make the same choices with such freedom? 
While Rawls and Sen advocate for a social safety net with their theories around the 
distribution of goods, Martha Nussbaum’s safety net is much broader than the theorists before 
her. Nussbaum’s (2000) safety net is a set of “central capabilities” necessary for a person “to live 
in a truly human way” (p. 34). Via her central capabilities perspective, Nussbaum argues for a 
“threshold level,” at which “all citizens have a right to demand from their governments” (2000, 
p. 12). Unlike Rawls, who assumes scarcity of resources and, at times, unequal distribution of 
social primary goods, Nussbaum (2000) claims that it is morally unacceptable for the threshold 
level to fail to be met. These theories relate directly to public schools in that every student must 
receive whatever resources they require to achieve success.  For some students, this simply 
means quality teachers and access to a variety of classes.  For others, this means the former, in 
addition to specific services (reduced class size, social work or health care services, 
supplemental food resources, fee reductions, etc.) needed as part of a distribution of goods. 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 An examination of existing literature is imperative to understand the definition of trauma 
as well as the science, varying forms, and impacts within school.  Educational understanding and 






picture of toxic stress in the educational setting.  The literature examination is derived from 
academic and scientific research journals from various qualitative and quantitative studies.   
SECTION 1: TRAUMA AND TRANSGENERATIONAL TRAUMA DEFINED 
A. Trauma - Overview 
 Trauma is an experience or set of experiences that causes emotional or physical pain and 
has lasting implications.  An increased focus and understanding around trauma took place once 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), with frequent mention of trauma, was added to the third 
edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s (APA) Diagnostic and Statistical Manual in 
1980 (Goodman, 2013).  Trauma can manifest in flashbacks, hyper-arousal, avoidance and 
detachment, depression, and anxiety and has been found to generate significant repercussions for 
children in the school setting (APA, 2000).  As professionals became more aware of trauma and 
its implications in the educational setting, trauma-informed services were put forth to recognize 
toxic stress in students, deliver culturally competent and sensitive care, and avoid re-traumatizing 
the student (Gaywish & Mordoch, 2018).  Trauma-informed practice has not only become the 
expectation for social workers and guidance counselors but also for teachers.  A basic level of 
training regarding adverse childhood experiences and the consequences in the classroom has 
become common at all levels from elementary to high school but is varied in scope, consistency, 
and how trauma is defined. 
B. Trauma - Transgenerational 
Transgenerational trauma (also known as intergenerational, multigenerational, or 
historical trauma), often overlooked in trauma training, results from decades of generational 
oppression, dehumanization, and racism or familial history of trauma passed down from one 






incident that occurred but continues to plague future generations within a family (Gaywish et al., 
2018).  Upon further study, the definition (once including Holocaust survivors, soldiers and their 
families, and families living in areas with oppressive regimes) now includes trauma collective in 
nature and trauma imposed by systemic oppression, chattel slavery, or genocide experienced in 
African American and Native American populations (Frazier, West-Olatunji, Juste, & Goodman, 
2009).  Those suffering from transgenerational trauma display in ways similar to others suffering 
from developmental trauma showing disconnection, difficulties with communication, anger, 
negative self-concept, and mistrust (Gaywish et al., 2018).  It is worthy to note, students 
suffering from transgenerational trauma may not have indicators on record of past toxic stress.  If 
their trauma is generational, there may not be a single traumatic event that would indicate a 
counselor is necessary, causing potential externalized behavior to be misdiagnosed (Gaywish et 
al., 2018). 
C. Trauma – Cognitive and Therapeutic Impacts 
Brain development is a fundamental concept in all teacher education programs as the 
varied ways students learn depend upon age, maturity, and physiological advancement of the 
nervous system.  A basic understanding of the brain provides information to comprehend better 
the impact of trauma in all its’ forms on young children.  As stated before, increased stress 
hormones for extended periods can alter the pathways of the developing brain.  If neurological 
pathways are limited due to toxic stress, academic implications can often result in executive 
functioning, cognitive tasks, or social-emotional welfare. 
Identifying students suffering from trauma leads to a deeper understanding of its impact 
on student academic performance and overall health.  Identification of students struggling with 






students do not present at all and may never exhibit symptoms of trauma, especially while in 
school.  For educators, being observant of internalized and externalized behaviors, watching for 
significant changes in behaviors, interests, or friend groups, and student performative grades not 
aligning with test scores are all indicators that students may be struggling with toxic stress 
(Gaywish et al., 2018).  This becomes more difficult in a high school situation, where teachers 
see students 45 minutes per day and, in some cases, for only a quarter or semester.   
SECTION 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
A.  Literature - Trauma-Informed Schools/Healing Centered Engagement 
As schools work to become trauma-informed, a wealth of information exists about how 
best to achieve this goal.  The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
(SAMHSA) has defined a trauma-informed environment as one that acknowledges the impacts 
of trauma and paths for recovery, recognizes symptoms of trauma, responds by integrating 
knowledge into policy, and resisting re-traumatization (Gaffney, 2019).   To achieve these 
objectives, a deep level of professional development must be provided to educators that goes far 
beyond definitions and surface level training.  Becoming trauma-informed works to eliminate 
minor behavior events morphing into significant behavior incidents that may re-traumatize 
students.  Such an approach relies on six fundamental principles: safety, trust, empowerment, 
support, collaboration, and history/gender/culture (Gaffney, 2019).  As stated in Chapter 1, 
students can alleviate trauma symptoms by forming trusting relationships with caring adults.  
Teachers trained in trauma are aware of this impact and, as a result, are able to work with 
students on creating such relationships. 
On the heels of trauma-informed care is a newer methodology termed healing centered 






with trauma to be more than just their pain.  Many see trauma-informed methods as deficit-based 
thinking and instead prefer to focus healing on positive assets as a method of support (Ginwright, 
2018).  Healing centered engagement focuses on a more global approach and attempts to access 
the root causes of trauma to attack the policies and systems in place causing the trauma in the 
first place (Ginwright, 2018).  A primary focus on well-being with less time spent on treating 
trauma is the philosophy utilizing culture, spirituality, civic action, and collective healing 
(Ginwright, 2018).  This strengths-based, “what’s right with you?” approach is grounded in 
student culture to reinforce shared experience, belonging, and community and connects those 
needing to heal (Ginwright, 2018).  Healing centered engagement encourages those struggling to 
work together politically to dismantle systems responsible for their trauma and gain power over 
their situations (Ginwright, 2018).  Using this strategy encourages the concept that people are 
more than their trauma, more than the worst thing they have encountered, and capable of 
accomplishing their goals by focusing on their strengths. 
B.  Literature – Trauma Within School 
As stated in Chapter 1, many systems exist within the educational setting that can cause 
trauma or re-traumatize students.  From crowded hallways to interactions with the School 
Resource Officer (SRO), there is a multitude of experiences throughout the day that can 
negatively impact learners.  Students who have difficulty achieving a sense of calm often 
struggle with loud hallways, crowded spaces, boisterous cafeterias, and a level of socialization 
that may not be comfortable or desired.  Beers and DeBellis state (as cited in Dods, 2015) 
because of these factors, behavior may be motivated by the student's stress level, and they are 
taken over by a desire to restore control and not intending to cause disruption. Difficulty with 






trained in behaviors associated with trauma, they are better prepared to de-escalate situations and 
punitive consequences are less likely to occur. 
School policies can generate significant levels of trauma, and it is essential to 
acknowledge that systems within schools are problematic, not students.  In 2016, San Francisco 
Unified School District implemented a rigorous, researched-based response to trauma program, 
and data collected from implementation through years following showed a significant decrease in 
referrals, student aggression, and suspensions (Dutil, 2020).  Policy shifts can generate a school 
culture that is equitable for all students when policies are viewed via a lens of trauma, race, and 
community.  For example, altering ways in which data are collected and used, changing the 
framework of discipline procedures, updating programs and creating alternate pathways for 
graduation that offer varying schedules, and creating re-introduction strategies that improve 
return-to-school for students that have been outside placed or hospitalized are ways in which 
schools can alter policy to instill equity (Dutil, 2020). 
C. Literature - Generational Transfer 
 Transgenerational trauma can occur generationally in a variety of ways.  Whether 
consciously or unconsciously, via learned behaviors such as violence or aggression, clinically as 
with hypervigilance, cognitively via being taught to fear the world, or by experiencing disruptive 
attachment with a parent, trauma can exist in a family based on values, biology, stories, or beliefs 
as well (Coleman, 2016).  The experience of transgenerational trauma can suppress memories of 
joy from the childhood of those encountering it.  Children plagued by stories of oppression often 
report feeling weighed down by merely experiencing the narrative.  In a study conducted on 
transgenerational trauma, 15% of mothers reported they could not recall any memory of joy or 






complete absence of happiness during childhood; instead, the trauma experience has taken 
control of the childhood narrative.  By encouraging recall of positive childhood memories, those 
suffering significant trauma can focus on positive memories that can serve as protective factors 
and help break the cycle of transgenerational trauma (Narayan et al., 2019). 
 The generation of self is essential in the development of a child.  This process happens 
over many years, and the narrative starts from birth.  A child's role in the family, as a student, 
sibling, friend, etc., are all developed experientially.  When a child is raised in a family haunted 
by trauma, attachment patterns, and self-development are linked to how the parents talk about 
themselves (Isobel et al., 2019).  If the trauma is obvious, but discussion is limited, a consistent 
family narrative is lacking, and children often run the risk of insecure parental attachment and 
inability to benefit from familial protective factors. Italian psychoanalyst Claudio Neri suggests 
that when traumatic memories are not experienced first-hand but passed down, children assume 
the feelings and sensations without the images attained through the actual experience.  Over 
time, the images can be replaced with the child’s own experiences, making them more realistic 
(Connolly, 2011).  This mechanism of making transgenerational trauma real is a reason for the 
family to maintain an open dialogue so children do not assume the parents' trauma.  
It is also essential that counselors be trained in working with students experiencing 
varying forms of trauma because therapies may necessitate variation from the norm.  Students 
suffering from transgenerational trauma may encounter challenging obstacles in treatment 
because of exposure to the devastatingly malicious events experienced by family members 
(Connolly, 2011).   In some cases, nonverbal therapy plays a vital role in transgenerational 
trauma because there often are not clear events or narratives to speak to for the child as the 






are regarding transgenerational trauma, the better suited they are to identify, refer, and treat as 
needed.   
D.  Literature - The Role of Race and Poverty 
 The role that racism and poverty play in transgenerational trauma is significant.  DeGruy 
(2005) stated, “Although slavery has long been a part of human history, American chattel slavery 
represents a case of human trauma incomparable in scope, duration, and consequence to any 
other incidence of human enslavement” (Coleman, 2016, p. 563).  The inhumane treatment and 
dehumanization practices associated with chattel slavery, followed by Jim Crow laws, redlining, 
medical experimentation, police brutality, mass incarceration, and inadequate school and medical 
care opportunities, are just a shortlist of the ways in which African Americans have been 
brutalized in America.  The terror, shame, and horror of these experiences allow us to recognize 
how trauma can be deeply ingrained in families' social and temporal processes (Kwan, 2020).  
Additionally, facial, verbal, and gestural interactions between children and parents can further 
solidify parents' trauma to children who are a constant audience (Kwan, 2020).  While many are 
knowledgeable of the devastation of slavery, a common belief is that as slavery occurred decades 
ago, the trauma caused has passed.  Here is where a working knowledge of transgenerational 
trauma is essential as the understanding provides the awareness that while chattel slavery has 
ended, intergenerational trauma, coupled with daily bouts of existing systemic racism, makes for 
a very real and toxic situation for those that suffer.  Simply put, when parents experience 







 As stated earlier, the presence of increased cortisol levels due to trauma can lead to 
changes in the brain framework.  Research gathered in 2009 found that discrimination leads to 
negative physiological responses due to additional stress (Coleman, 2016).  Because the stress 
response system is challenged during these bouts of racism, the body is consistently trying to 
reach homeostasis (balance) once again.  According to McEwen (1998), the wear and tear on the 
regulatory systems in the body (referred to as the allostatic load) because of persistent 
discrimination profoundly impacts the mental and physical health of African Americans and 
increases the allostatic load (Coleman, 2016).  Those who study transgenerational trauma find it 
plausible to theorize that many African Americans, because of the potentially hostile 
environment present in the United States, have learned to be hyper-vigilant as a self-protection 
method (Coleman, 2016).  Systemic racism is part of the structure that makes up the United 
States because of a culture of white supremacy.  Rules, customs, and laws created by white men 
for white men's benefit perpetuate every aspect of our landscape.  As we have seen often as of 
late, African Americans protesting our systems of oppression are asked to do so in a nonviolent 
manner despite the constant violence being threatened upon Black people.  When African 
Americans respond with violence, their character, state of mind, and physical bodies are often 
under attack (Barlow, 2018).  The physical and emotional threat of violence toward African 
Americans can only add to the allostatic load and ultimately cause significant physiological 
implications.  It would then make sense that frequent hypervigilance would necessitate higher 
stress levels, and increased stress could fuel long-term changes in behavior through generations.   
 Amartya Sen (1999) stated, “poverty is not just a lack of money; it is not having the 
capability to realize one's full potential as a human being” (p. 43).  Poverty is also known to 






families living in poverty are often subjected to the stress of scarcity compounded by systemic 
racism.  When examining this concept via a social justice lens, Rawls challenged “the tendency 
of economists to neglect issues of distributive justice” and provided an alternative vision for how 
economic and social justice could be achieved (Kiron, 1997, p. 239). While Black business 
owners and CEOs have increased in the United States, so too have the number of African 
American prisoners.  Gump (2000) states, despite approximately 76% of drug users in the United 
States identifying as white, an overwhelming number of drug arrests were Black (Graff, 2014).  
In this scenario, African Americans are disproportionately represented in executive roles (too 
few) and prison sentences (too many).  College-educated Black men are twice as likely to be 
unemployed compared to their white colleagues. In 2005, Black Americans had a median per 
capita income that was just 57% of white Americans (Graff, 2014).  The economic effects of 
slavery still impact the African American community, and when coupled with redlining, 
employment discrimination, and insufficient educational opportunities, the combination of 
racism and poverty perpetuates systems of oppression.  Parents highly stressed due to economic 
hardship are more susceptible to anxiety and depression, leading to internal and externalized 
behaviors in children (Siegel & Han, 2017).  The risk of trauma increases in areas of 
socioeconomic distress, and as African Americans are disproportionately lower-income, families 
are at greater risk for exposure to community and familial violence, toxic stress from a lack of 
resources, and mass incarceration (Williams-Washington & Mills, 2018).  Families that suffer 
from socioeconomic anxiety often live in multigenerational housing situations.  While this can 
benefit the family significantly by providing protective factors, abundant caretakers, and 
significant loyalty and love, the tight-knit family environment can also provide a scenario where 






places families living in poverty at an exponentially higher risk of transgenerational trauma 
based on the toxic stress associated with reduced resources. Often, the cyclical nature of poverty 
makes climbing out increasingly difficult.   
 Gaps exist in current research surrounding both trauma and transgenerational trauma, 
especially in its relation to education.  For educators, however, the impacts of trauma are well 
documented, and with the current educational focus on toxic stress, more studies are being 
conducted all the time.  Transgenerational trauma, however, is not often discussed within 
academic text.  With the significant amount of time spent in the school setting during childhood, 
educators must be aware of the historical nature of intergenerational trauma and the stress it 
places on students and the entire family.  
Limitations of the Literature 
 Gaps exist in current educational literature regarding student trauma in a variety of areas.  
As trauma has become increasingly popular in health and academic fields, research publication 
has increased substantially.  However, current research lacks student voice speaking to ways in 
which trauma was induced or alleviated in school. Research gaps also exist in upper and middle-
class trauma experiences.  Dods (2015) spoke to the alternate methods used to recruit middle-
class youth for her study as those voices are often not represented in trauma research.  As the 
researcher herself was concerned, it is possible more of these narratives do not exist due to the 
ethical obligation to avoid traumatizing participants for the sake of research. 
 Research on inducing trauma or re-traumatization in the school setting is also limited in 
scope.  Gaffney (2019) acknowledges the expansion of the ACE scale from its original list but 






(2019) explains the concept further by stating schools are doing a disservice to students by not 
considering racism, heterosexism, and transphobia within trauma-informed care, and this 
disregard can be trauma-inducing itself (as cited in Gaffney, 2019). 
Study Significance for Educators 
 As a significant number of teachers are white and female, most educators do not have an 
experiential lens to relate to their students. These gaps reinforce teachers' need to have a greater 
understanding of racial injustice, historical narratives of how public schools were designed, the 
implications of trauma in the classroom, and how an exclusionary white lens generating 
educational policy hurts students to run an equitable classroom.  These topics are not currently 
part of most teacher education programs (McIntyre et al., 2019).  Sleeter (2017) states,  
many teacher education curricula include one or two courses related to diversity, 
but considerations of counter experiences related to race and ethnicity are isolated 
to those courses while the remainder of the curriculum maintains a white world-
view (p. 158). 
In response to a teaching force lacking in cultural competency, universities must update their 
curricular and pedagogical approach to teacher education programs.   
 This body of research is important to educators because it examines some of the gaps in 
current research.  Transgenerational trauma and the potential for trauma within schools are 
underrepresented in recent educational research.  As teacher age, assignment, and gender affect 
receptiveness to professional development; this work may be more impactful for teachers who 






close system fit, the issues examined in this work are relevant to educators at all levels as trauma 
is without boundaries.   
 Additionally, trauma-informed teachers are tasked with teaching students about content 
as well as social justice, inequities, privilege, and oppression of underrepresented groups (Dutil, 
2020).  When educators understand the impact of trauma, they can acquire a greater 
understanding of how teachers and administration's lack of flexibility can lead to inequitable 
discipline practices that further traumatize students (Dutil, 2020).  Paul Gorski (2019) states, “if 
we’re talking about any trauma-informed practices and we’re not talking about naming and then 
eliminating injustices as they operate in schools, we’re not doing what we say we’re doing” (as 
cited in Gaffney, 2020, p.2). 
 Martha Nussbaum (1997) shared the following thought about education as it relates to 
the acquisition of knowledge regardless of socioeconomic status: 
An education is genuinely “fitted for freedom” only if it is such as to produce free 
citizens, citizens who are free not because of wealth or birth, but because they can 
call their minds their own. Male and female, slave-born and freeborn, rich and 
poor, they have looked into themselves and developed the ability to separate mere 
habit and convention from what they can defend by argument. They have 
ownership of their own thought and speech, and this imparts to them a dignity 
that is far beyond the outer dignity of class and rank (p. 293). 
Teachers are tasked with helping students learn and find their voices in a quest to create 
their own sense of freedom.  The task is large and significant but ultimately, assisting students to 






teachers are equipped with the knowledge and skills required to provide an accessible 
environment. 
CONCLUSION 
 Going forward, further research needs to be conducted on transgenerational trauma as 
there are currently gaps in this area.  Teachers, counselors, and social workers must understand 
that the absence of a single traumatic event does not mean students aren’t suffering from the 
anxieties of generational trauma.  Externalized behaviors that might be viewed as disruptive, 
angry, or explosive may result from a traumatic past to which the student cannot even speak. By 
gathering data on teacher understanding of trauma and transgenerational trauma, we may be able 
to identify gaps in teacher knowledge and provide adequate training in this area.    
Some researchers allege we choose a profession in an attempt to connect with our sense 
of goodness as we wrestle with our inner demons (Sucher, 2004).  For educators, there may be a 
tendency to desire to right the wrongs of society, as well as absolve our personal bias, within the 
walls of the school.  However, it is important to note that this is not always possible. Not all 
students need teacher intervention, and wrongs can only be corrected if information and 
education are accessible, varied in scope and content, and consistent.  Simply handing staff a 
book on trauma or having sporadic training is not enough to create a trauma-informed school.  
Nor is an all-staff read on racism enough to generate a culturally competent workforce.  
Eliminating racist policies within a school requires extensive work on the part of everyone in the 
building from administration, to staff, to transportation services.  Generating a trauma-informed 
school requires extensive training on all areas of trauma, consistent practice, self, and school-






uniform and put into practice by all, the result will fail to be a fully trauma-informed, anti-racist 































CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
“The elimination of ignorance, of illiteracy... and of needless inequalities in opportunities (is) to 
be seen as objectives that are valued for their own sake. They expand our freedom to lead the 
lives we have reason to value, and these elementary capabilities are of importance on their own” 
Amartya Sen, 1997 
INTRODUCTION 
 The researcher conducted this study to gain a greater understanding of student issues that 
have the potential to impact their futures negatively.  However, the hope within this study exists 
in the knowledge that there are ways in which trauma can be negated and overcome.  Within this 
study, the researcher will examine teachers' understanding of various forms of trauma and its 
impact in the classroom.  A staff survey and follow-up interviews were used to gather 
information from two Illinois suburban high school teaching staffs.  The high schools (High 
School A and High School B) participating in the study have been exposed to professional 
development focused on equity and, in many cases, trauma.  However, it is essential to note that 
despite potential training on trauma, the researcher cannot assume teachers are prepared to utilize 
the training strategies or believe toxic stress can ultimately lead to difficulties within the school 
day. 
This two-phase, sequential, mixed-methods study aims to identify existing gaps in 
teacher understanding of trauma in various forms and its impacts on the classroom.  A mixed-
methods approach incorporates quantitative and qualitative data to provide a clearer 
understanding of results instead of a solitary approach (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Using a 
mixed-methods methodology is best suited to this study as it will allow the researcher to gather 






integrate the data, and make inferences based on both qualitative and quantitative data sources 
that will ultimately, help to inform decision-makers about the knowledge and existing gaps of 
teachers within the district.   
The researcher aims to answer two main research questions: 
1. What do teachers know and understand about trauma in the school setting? 
 
2. Are there ways in which schools are inducing trauma or causing re-
traumatization? 
 
a.  What are the implications? 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
Mixed-Methods Design 
 A mixed-methods research design was chosen by the researcher with the intent to gather 
baseline data from a larger group of participants and follow up with a smaller group to gather 
more in-depth information.  This approach was appealing as it appeared to be an efficient method 
to collect as much data as possible to understand where teachers currently reside in their 
knowledge of trauma and its impacts in the classroom.  The research was conducted sequentially 
so the researcher could gather baseline data first and then garner interest from participants for in-
depth data collection.  Attempting to complete both phases simultaneously may have caused 
confusion for the participants or driven participants to decrease participation due to too many 
components occurring at once.  
 Three primary purposes exist for using a mixed-methods approach: triangulating the data 
to increase validation, identifying complementary/common viewpoints, and building on to the 






research.  Triangulation of data was executed to ensure rich and supported data. Inductive coding 
was utilized to identify common themes throughout the data. The researcher worked to extend 
and build upon the data to generate inferences for study recommendations.  
 Ultimately, the objective of conducting a mixed-methods study is to emphasize the 
positive of both approaches while eliminating their weaknesses (Creswell, 2012).  Caruth (2013) 
states that validity is the limiting factor of research, so the researcher must examine the validity 
of the qualitative and quantitative research steps independently and evaluate them together.  The 
researcher followed this advice to ensure the data collected via targeted questions provided 
information in line with the study's original intent.  Conducting a large-scale survey with several 
questions regarding the overall understanding of the research topic coupled with a more in-depth, 
smaller-scale follow-up interview was appealing as a method to gather a variety of information 
from as many people as possible given the timeframe of the study.  The data collected also were 
of interest to inform district decision makers about teachers' knowledge so an educated approach 
to professional development could be taken. 
Social Justice Theory 
Social justice theory is the lens used within this work to provide perspective on how 
poverty and race intersect with trauma and the role this can play in the educational setting.  
Providing resources for all students and ensuring those experiencing a lack in necessities receive 
the services they need lies within this work's scope and scale. Social justice theorists are 
concerned with the distribution of goods to those in need, regardless of whether the distribution 
is equal as the social justice lens theorizes resources should be distributed based on need, not on 






The liberal individualist view, supported heavily by John Rawls' work, has a significant 
focus on the individual's success and well-being.  Two principles of Rawls depict this theory and 
influence this body of work. First, individuals are entitled to as much freedom as possible as long 
as others experience equal freedom (Rawls, 1971). Second, social goods should be distributed 
equitably, with inequities being distributed in a way that benefits the least privileged members of 
society (Rawls, 1971). The educational setting should employ these theories as a blueprint for 
equity. All students should have opportunities for equal freedom within the building and access 
to necessary social goods.  When developing school policies, decision-makers must ensure all 
students do have the necessary access to everything needed to ensure success.   
Within this work, social justice and the narrative of the common good weigh heavily.  As 
a nation, we do better when all children receive a quality education.  To accomplish this, 
resources must go to those with the most need.  Patricia McGrath Morris (2002) summarizes 
Nussbaum’s ideas of social justice for a robust society as follows: 
It would thus be defined as the right of each person to have the opportunity—the 
resources and power—to develop a threshold level of capabilities in order to live 
a fully human life and to have the social responsibility to respect the dignity of 
each and every person in her or his own pursuit of achieving the same end (p. 
371). 
Role of the Researcher 
 In 2018, the researcher had an encounter with a student who was incredibly angry and 
had lost emotional control.  He stormed, red-faced, into her classroom and expressed his anger 






researcher, student, and parent. Through the process, the researcher learned the student was 
experiencing physical abuse at home and was abused after the researcher contacted the parents 
about the student’s class performance.  The implications of this incident influenced the 
researcher to learn more about the ways in which schools can traumatize or re-traumatize 
students and how restorative methods can ease student trauma.  
 The researcher is a high school science teacher as of 2001 and the current science 
Department Head of HS1.  As a teacher, the researcher has worked with various students of all 
different backgrounds and skill levels.  For the past several years, however, she has worked 
extensively with underserved students that often have experienced significant trauma.  Via this 
classroom assignment, she has become familiar with trauma-informed practice as it relates to the 
role of the classroom teacher.   
 Upon entering the EPOL program at the University of Illinois, the researcher began to 
understand the relationships between poverty, race, and trauma, and a desire to learn more about 
the intersectionality grew.  The researcher's role in this work was to provide a review of the 
existing literature around trauma in the school setting and identify gaps for further research and 
study.  Having done this, the researcher crafted a set of questions to pose to colleagues focusing 
on an understanding of trauma and how it is reflected in the classroom, as well as a focus on 
transgenerational trauma and teacher views on ways trauma is induced in school. 
 As the researcher conducted one-on-one interviews with colleagues, there was a 
concerted effort to remain free from bias both while interviewing and coding data, as reliability 
within a study is of utmost importance (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  The personal opinions 






has experienced with colleagues in the classroom must be disregarded, and the data provided by 
participants must lead the researcher.  While bias is always a potential issue with any research 
study, the researcher needs to acknowledge potential areas where bias, or reflexivity, may 
influence potential regions of the study (Creswell & Miller, 2000).   
DATA COLLECTION 
Study Participants 
 Participants for the study were derived from High School District A (including High 
School 1 (HS1) and High School 2 (HS2)).  The district contains 258 certified teachers that were 
asked to volunteer for the initial survey via email.  The survey included a link seeking volunteers 
for a second, in-depth interview.  Teachers that signed up for the in-depth interview were chosen 
at random (once it was verified volunteers were available from HS1 and HS2) as there were 
more than ten volunteers.  
 High School District A was selected as it has one of the most diverse student populations 
in Illinois.  According to the Illinois State Report Card (2019), HS1 consists of 1,983 students, 
63.4% identifying as Hispanic, 26.1% White, 4.9% Asian, 2.6% Black, and 1.7% Native 
American, and 1.3% two or more races.  HS2 consists of 1,938 students, 48% identifying as 
White, 29.9% Hispanic, 9.6% Asian, 9% Black, 2.9% Two or more races, and 0.5% Native 
American.  While the student population is diverse, the teaching staff does not reflect the 
students' racial makeup.  HS1 and HS2 teaching staff consist of White (83.5%), Black (2%), 
Hispanic (9.6%), Asian (1.9%), Native American (0.4%), Two or More (1%), and Not Reported 






what do teachers know about the students they teach in terms of potential trauma and 
transgenerational trauma? 
Data Collection strategies  
Quantitative data were gathered in phase one to assess teacher knowledge regarding 
trauma via a survey given to willing participants in High School District A.  The survey 
contained six questions, the first group being closed-ended questions and the last few open-
ended.  A link was provided at the bottom of the anonymous survey for those interested in an in-
depth interview.  An in-depth qualitative interview occurred with ten interested teachers to 
examine knowledge gaps centered around trauma, its implications in the classroom, and teacher 
experience with professional development on trauma.  The second phase was deemed necessary 
to determine specific areas of experience with trauma. It was utilized to provide the researcher 
with a more profound understanding of gaps in knowledge and teacher impressions of classroom 
impacts via trauma.   
DATA ANALYSIS 
Out of 258 teachers, 69 (27%) responded to the initial survey for a slightly above-
expected response rate.  The survey was sent in a recruitment email on Monday, December 21, 
2020 and was closed on Thursday, December 31, 2020, to allow extra time for holidays.  
Quantitative data from the initial survey were collected and analyzed using percentage responses 
(percentage of answer choice A, B, C, etc.) to display raw data in a transparent and meaningful 
way.  The three open-ended questions in the initial survey were coded for themes within the 
answers and will be described below. The researcher compiled the quantitative data and analyzed 
it based on answer frequency.  Common themes were developed via inductive coding of open-






existing themes.  The study examines the extent to which teachers have received training and 
have substantial knowledge of developmental trauma, as well as, more specifically, 
intergenerational trauma.  Results are intended to inform administrative decision-makers about 
understanding teachers' level of trauma to make informed professional development decisions.  
In-depth interviews were conducted with ten teachers via Zoom to maintain Covid-19 
safety protocols.  Twenty-one teachers volunteered to participate in the interview and ten were 
chosen, at random, by the researcher.  Before choosing, the researcher separated the volunteers 
into groups by campus to ensure participants from both campuses were selected.  Participants 
were chosen at random from the groups to ensure bias was not present in the selection process. 
The researcher utilized the University of Illinois Zoom platform and took advantage of the 
transcription function, so the interviews did not have to be transcribed by hand.  Once the 
interviews were conducted, the researcher utilized inductive coding as a method to analyze in-
depth interviews.  Using inductive coding allowed the researcher to derive codes and themes 
from the interview data instead of creating pre-determined codes before interviewing 
participants.  Reading and re-reading the interviews while focusing on spoken text allowed the 
researcher to decipher categories and themes from the interviewees' ideas. The researcher made a 
concerted effort to remain free from bias and assumptions regarding teacher knowledge of the 
research topic. 
Inductive Coding Process 
 Upon conclusion of the interviews, the researcher began the inductive coding process.  
The researcher read the transcripts several times before starting to consider themes within the 






Upon the first read of interviews, the researcher determined themes and codes on an 
introductory level.  The first round of reading produced the following categories: 
Training – 1. Recommendations, 2. Time, 3. Informal, 4. Missteps, 5. Extensive 
Trauma – 1. Behavior, 2. Incident, 3. Characteristics, 4. Performance, 5. Impacts, 6. Perspective 
School Impacts – 1. Race, 2. Bullying, 3. Bigotry, 4. Safety, 5. Social, 6. Curriculum 
Reflection – 1. Self, 2. Student 
Upon a second read, the researcher added: 
Training – 6. Personal 
Trauma – 7.  Discipline 
School Impacts – 7. Academics 
Reflection – 3. Progress, 4. Systems 
A third review of the interview revealed no further categories, so the researcher considered the 
codes collected and deciphered a final category/code combination for further data dissection later 
in this work. 
Category – Systems – data related to systems/policies/procedures within the school. 
Code: Discipline, Code: Academics, Code: Discrimination, Code: Safety 
Category – Implications – data related to ways trauma manifests in the classroom. 
Code: Performance, Code: Action, Code: Learning, Code: Social-Emotional 






Code: Personal, Code: Student, Code: Missteps, Code: Progress 
Category – Considerations – data related to participant suggestions for growth. 
Code: Recommendations, Code: Growth 
Saldana (2016) states ethnographic studies typically begin with a question such as “What 
is going on here?” and employing descriptive coding to answer that question is a practical 
approach. Descriptive coding was selected for examining qualitative data as this style is 
appropriate for many types of qualitative studies (Saldana, 2016).  The chosen codes were given 
equal importance as the researcher did not want to determine some themes more vital than others 
(Saldana, 2016).  The ideas and beliefs of those interviewed were all valid, and providing heft to 
codes did not seem useful to the researcher.  Using the participants' spoken word in combination 
with educational research and baseline survey data allowed the researcher to triangulate the data 
and decipher commonalities, discrepancies, and gaps in data. 
DATA RELIABILITY 
 The likelihood of bias in a research study is high, especially when the researcher is 
familiar with study participants (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  To increase the validity of a body of 
research that employs qualitative research, standard protocols have been set in place to maintain 
reliability.  Creswell and Miller (2000) state that researchers utilize several common validation 
procedures to ensure research authenticity – a triangulation of data, thick description, and peer 








Quantitative Data Collection 
 When examining validity in data within quantitative research, validity needs to be 
explored in content, predictive, and construct perspectives (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 
Analysis from the staff survey resulted in data meaningful to the researcher as well as decision-
makers looking to gain greater understanding of educator knowledge.  In terms of content, the 
researcher was able to gather an understanding of what teachers do and do not know about 
trauma and transgenerational trauma.  Data provided allowed the researcher to answer both 
research questions.  As data on teacher understanding of trauma is limited, it is difficult to tell if 
data collected within this study correlates to other gathered results.  Construct validity within this 
study is high, as the data collected will be useful in the educational setting.  The research should 
provide decision-makers with information to best plan for further professional development for 
teachers regarding several topics associated with trauma. 
 The reliability of the research from the study is undetermined.  The research collection 
tool has been used in this study only so in order to best understand reliability, the survey would 
need to be used in further studies to check for consistency and reliability (Creswell & Creswell, 
2018). 
Qualitative Data Collection 
 Qualitative validity is addressed by the researcher checking for accuracy by using certain 
procedures (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  Within this work, the research took the following 
general steps to ensure validity: 
1.  Triangulation of data – the researcher achieved this via research examination, 






2. Disconfirming evidence – the researcher looked closely for evidence that would 
challenge themes being established within the interview data. 
3. Researcher reflexivity – the researcher worked to disclose any personal bias 
initially and circled back to these items while coding data. 
4. Peer Review – the researcher frequently consulted with peers, mentors, and 
experts in the field to ensure reliability of research.  The researcher accomplished 
this in the COVID-19 pandemic by setting up Zoom conferences with peers and 
mentors and attending conferences with experts to ensure accuracy. 
5. Participatory Research – the researcher has participated in all aspects of this 
research. 
6. Member Checking – the researcher asked for clarification and confirmation from 
the participant to ensure the researcher was correctly comprehending the 
interviewee's thoughts.  This was accomplished via Zoom conferences with the 
participants after the interviews to ensure the researcher was clear on thoughts 
shared in the interviews. 
Qualitative reliability was addressed by utilizing an approach consistent with other 
researchers (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  The researcher checked interview transcripts several 
times to ensure they were accurate and followed up with participants when necessary to get 
clarification.  Codes were also checked and re-checked to make sure data was not being 
classified incorrectly or misinterpreted by the researcher.  The research has transferability in that 
future studies can utilize the methods used with in this study to gather data related to specific 
groups of teachers, teachers in other settings (K-8, post-secondary), or even with topics other 






researcher went through the data several times to read for understanding before starting to create 
themes.  By examining the transcripts closely, the researcher was able to look at the data in 
various ways to ensure assumptions were not being made by the researcher or viewpoints 
weren’t being framed to fit the researcher’s own beliefs.  
STUDY LIMITATIONS 
 This work aims to gather information regarding teacher knowledge and use the surveys 
and interviews as a tool to gain a greater understanding of what teachers know to provide 
adequate professional development regarding trauma. Within this study, however, limitations are 
inherent to this method of analysis, such as additional complexity in all areas of the research and 
added resources due to increased labor (Creswell & Wisdom, 2013).  
 While the researcher sent voluntary surveys to all teachers at both HS1 and HS2, the 
survey's anonymous nature does not allow the researcher to see from which building the 
responses were submitted.  Therefore, the researcher is unable to decipher if both high schools 
were equally represented within the data.  Given that the researcher works at one of the high 
schools, it is possible more responses were received from that building due to relationships 
between participants and the researcher.  Due to this, an accurate indicator of what all teachers 
know is not possible. 
 The interview process was based on completing the survey as volunteering for the 
interview relied upon completing the survey.  Because of this, only participants in the survey 
were eligible for the interview. While the researcher was sure to interview teachers from HS1 
and HS2, the representation was not equal based on more teachers from HS1 volunteering for the 






 Additionally, it is difficult to decipher whether the participants were representative of the 
entire staff's average knowledge base or if they were above or below average.  It can be assumed 
they are an intermediate representation, but it is also possible the participants that responded did 
so because they have an interest in trauma or have a significant level of knowledge on the topic.   
CONCLUSION 
Research regarding trauma is becoming exceedingly more common, particularly in 
educational fields.  This research is imperative as it gives educators an additional lens to gain a 
more in-depth understanding of the students they work with each day.  Significant gaps exist in 
the research, however, especially regarding trauma passed generationally.  While educators 
likely understand significant trauma impacts students, they may not recognize the implications or 
realize trauma can be passed generationally.  This research is an essential layer for teachers and 
administrators to study, comprehend, and implement in the classroom. 
 This chapter outlined the research design for this mixed-methods study.  A pragmatic 
framework informed the research plan along with social justice theory.  These components 
emphasized societal common good and provided the researcher with the flexibility to create a 
research plan to secure rich data.  This research is vital to educators as trauma-induced behaviors 
often translate to behavioral and educational consequences in school.  If educators are aware and 
trained on these types of trauma, a more nurturing and trauma-informed school environment can 
be generated, and disproportionalities in discipline data can be addressed to create a more 








CHAPTER 4: EQUITY AND TRAUMA-INFORMED – A VIEW OF SCHOOL 
DISTRICT A 
“The obligation of anyone who thinks of himself as responsible is to examine society and try to 
change it and to fight it— at no matter what risk.” —James Baldwin, 1963 
INTRODUCTION 
In 2014, School District A began a pathway to equity education stemming from a series 
of events necessitating its commencement derived from students voicing a desire for an 
environment they felt was more inclusive and equitable.  The training provided administration 
and a volunteer group of 74 teachers with a core set of skills and knowledge that allowed them to 
facilitate a ‘train the trainer’ model of information roll out.  The researcher was a participant in 
this group from its inception as equity in education has been a passion since the beginning of her 
career.  After cultural competency training began, trauma-informed practice followed, as did 
restorative justice training.  The combination of these trainings provided staff with a core set of 
skills that were intentioned to generate greater cultural competence, knowledge, and empathy 
within the staff. 
DIVERSITY AND EQUITY AS POLICY 
 As the examination above shows, mental health, diversity, and equity intersect via the 
availability of resources. Mental health, however, is not the only area in which diversity and 
equity are challenged.  Educational research continues in many areas, including special education 
and gifted placement, school funding, higher education recruitment, and overrepresentation in 
disciplinary action, to name a few.  The importance of research in education cannot be overstated 
as much improvement has been made via said studies' recommendations.  The concept of 






populations through a broader scope.  In the decades since Brown v Board of Education, the 
description of diversity has evolved from Black and White racial populations to SES, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, language, and other social characteristics as research provided 
context to necessitate the change (Frankenberg, Diem, & Cleary, 2017). Glaesner, Martell, and 
Posselt (2019) point out that the term diversity is often used in a way that has become ritualized, 
commonplace, and therefore has lost significance.  By using the term in educational contexts 
without supporting it with actual policy implementation, diversity has just become verbiage 
without action and execution.  Educators run the risk of becoming inauthentic in their work 
around diversity when terms are used without any valid, actionable policy behind them.  This is 
potentially more dangerous because schools may be under the impression they are doing the 
work to enact change when, in reality, they are merely using educational buzzwords. 
 Since the mid-1990s, the overall shift in equity started with an exchange of ideas from 
school to school regarding race and has moved into race-centered conversations and curricular 
change, student recruitment practices, and social justice work for students and staff (Gooden & 
Dantley, 2012).  Ensuring students' equitable treatment from district to district has evolved into 
the concept of all students meeting a common set of standards, and yet, student access to 
resources is still not equitable.  Until the 1970s, urban education was not even part of the 
conversation via research or funding (Anyon, 2005).  A general disregard for students living and 
being educated in inner cities leaves entire generations of students from marginalized 
populations without the benefits of resources and research. “If we are unwilling to desegregate 
our schools and unwilling to fund them equitably, we find ourselves not only backing away from 
the promise of the Brown decision but literally refusing even to take Plessy seriously” (Landson-






characteristics of diversity and equity via research, what remains the same is the idea that we 
have refused to fund our schools in a way that is equitable and allows our students in areas of 
need to access the same resources and quality of education as students in areas of affluence. 
DIVERSITY AND EQUITY WITHIN OUR SCHOOLS 
 By definition, diversity refers to the heterogeneity, or lack thereof, in a population of 
individuals.  In its description, diversity has evolved over the past 50 years, and in decades past, 
race may have been the only category examined within the school context.  Currently, along with 
race, we examine breakdowns by economic status, gender, country of origin, sexual preference, 
and language of choice to gauge a better understanding of students and areas for growth.  As 
history shows, we have moved from once segregated schools to an environment where many 
school populations are far more diverse.  However, diversity in schools varies from district to 
district and state to state.  As the US population has become more varied, so too have the schools 
in which our children attend.  Interestingly, diversity has started to decline in many schools 
despite the increase in national minority populations.  Are students in public school today 
educated with more culturally different students than a half-century ago?  The answer is yes, but 
fewer than in the 1980s.  After increasing through the 1970s, the average student body's diversity 
has declined significantly since 1988 (Rivkin, 2016).  Much of this can be attributed to 
communities and neighborhoods becoming more segregated and the occurrence of White flight 
in areas where White populations tend to use resources to maintain adequate schooling for their 
children while concentrating Black and Latinx children in resource insufficient schools (Brown, 






As schools are often measured for the diversity of their populations, so too should the 
equitable allotment of resources for their students.  Equity is often determined by the fairness 
with which students are treated within the school context and the inclusion with which students 
are held to a set minimum standard of experiences and objectives.  While equity has become a 
growing topic in public education, significant gaps exist in the number of available resources to 
schools creating gross inequities in how our students are educated.  Educational funding has been 
debated for decades, but substantial reform has yet to transform how schools are financed, 
leaving wealthy communities with endless resources to spend on students and pay teachers.  The 
result of the inequity in funding is students in more impoverished neighborhoods have access to 
fewer resources and often experience a teaching staff with high turnover due to the lack of 
resources and pay.  Equity and diversity intersect with mental health along the lines of resources.  
In the United States, Whites have 20 times the wealth that African Americans have, and 18 times 
that of Hispanics (Shanks & Robinson, 2012).  Because of the inequities in our public systems 
(schools, housing, food accessibility, health care, etc.), students from impoverished 
neighborhoods are exposed to increased levels of violence, food insecurity, insufficient access to 
quality health care, and household stress making them more susceptible to mental health issues 
of their own with little access to treatment.   
Based on these findings around diversity and equity and a closer examination of mental 
health and its role in the classroom, schools have arrived at what is known as a trauma-informed 
teaching approach. Teacher awareness regarding the kinds of toxic stress exposure their students 
bring to the classroom will bring about a safe learning environment that is nurturing and 






with the knowledge necessary to understand diversity, equity, and mental health within the 
current understanding of culturally responsive practices.  
TEACHER PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
Regarding the impact of professional development, “one constant finding in the research 
literature is that notable improvements in education almost never take place in the absence of 
professional development” (Guskey, 2000, p. 4, courtesy of Pharis, Wu, Sullivan & Moore, 
2019).  School District A chose to present professional development material to staff via a ‘train 
the trainer’ model.  In this model, a core group of staff is trained by a consultant/expert to 
provide the core group with the skills and knowledge necessary to prepare the entire staff later.  
School District A utilized this strategy for equity, trauma, and restorative justice training, and the 
researcher was part of the core team for each initiative.  Professional development typically takes 
place during school Institute days as well as various 45-60-minute learning periods taking place 
3-4 times per semester.  In these sessions, the core team members were responsible for designing 
the content and presenting material to staff either in large-scale presentations or in smaller 
learning communities, depending on the event and decided format. 
As stated earlier, teachers become wary of professional development as incentives change 
from one administration to the next without always being given the necessary context or 
research-backed reason for change.  This makes motivating teachers difficult, especially when 
the topic presented challenges belief systems and long-standing practices and pedagogies.  To 
negate initial resistance, research shows creating an urgency for change, advancing slowly, and 
building a supportive network to aid in moving the change forward (Kotter, 2012, courtesy of 






inception, she experienced resistance to professional development regarding cultural competency 
and trauma.  Many conversations transpired concerning presenting material in a sensitive yet 
firm way, knowing what was relayed was based on fact and supporting the betterment of the 
school as a whole.   
As professional development on these topics moved forward, there was significant push 
back from teachers for various reasons, some of them being: the feeling that they are not racist so 
listening to cultural competency was offensive, a preference to focus on content instead of 
additional training, the belief that professional development is a waste of time, and the presenters 
were not qualified to speak about race, to name a few.  Trauma training was presented under the 
umbrella of equity and was framed as a way in which students may be in need of increased 
resources.  As underserved student populations have increased risk of trauma, housing the 
training within equity fit topically and did not appear to be another new initiative.  Training was 
often re-structured to allow teachers to work within and have conversations with department 
members in hopes the exchanges would be more comfortable.  As the department head, the 
researcher often led conversations with her teachers on equity and trauma and felt this format 
was beneficial for more in-depth discussion as opposed to large-scale environments.   
“According to Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi, and Gallagher (2007), many 
teachers experienced a sense of frustration when they were asked or required to 
attend “en masse” professional development programs or workshops that aimed to 
change their instructional practice. Instead, schools should consider professional 
learning communities as an alternative to traditional professional development.” 






 Professional development is and will continue to be a driver of change in public 
education. Ensuring that teacher training is productive is the role of administrators and, in 
the case of School District A, the trainers' core group.  Emphasizing the importance and 
impact on students when teachers aren’t culturally competent was incredibly important in 
this scenario as teachers continued to resist, claim political bias, and thwart change 
efforts. 
EQUITY EDUCATION FOR TEACHERS 
 When students are placed in the hands of educators, it is the expectation they will be 
cared for, nurtured, and educated.  It is, therefore, a reasonable expectation that the teachers in 
any given school building are anti-racist because how could a racially biased teacher care for or 
nurture students if this were not the case?  Unfortunately, not all teachers are anti-racist, making 
deep equity training of utmost importance for K-12 educators.  Riordan, Klein, and Gaynor 
(2019) frame this sort of education as one that affirms students' cultural lives while providing an 
equitable experience through enhanced learning.   
Providing rich learning experiences for teachers is imperative for a professional 
development team when tackling a program with long-term implications like cultural 
competency.  Because of this, the program must be well thought out and re-visited often 
throughout the school year.  Skerrett, Warrington, & Williamson (2018) identified six 
components to support the professional development for equity learning: teacher-driven, 
presented by experts who value the teachers’ knowledge and experience, opportunities for the 
teachers to be the teacher and the learner, sustained over time (topics revisited consistently) with 






and includes support from those with the ability to enact change (courtesy of Riordan, Klein, and 
Gaynor, 2019). 
Because of the professional development programming of School District A, teachers 
were undoubtedly benefitted from the information provided.  More importantly, students 
benefitted from the learning experiences of their teachers.  Despite pushback from members of 
the staff, a global shift toward cultural competency began.  Data suggests “that when teachers are 
steeped in professional learning that explores both content centered on issues of equity and 
pedagogy that models equitable practices, students are more likely to experience those practices 
in the classroom” (Riordan et al., 2019, p. 330). Teachers also reported increased coherence 
between professional development learning experiences and classroom experiences if teachers 
had opportunities to practice new pedagogical skills within the professional development 
experience (Riordan et al., 2019). 
Developing a culturally competent teaching staff is a long-term and large-scale endeavor.  
Working to negate bias and recognize what a multicultural curriculum looks like takes time, 
effort, and engagement.  The process also takes leaders with an in-depth knowledge of equity 
and is willing to speak confidently and without reservation on the topic.  Steadfast leaders that 
can withstand criticism and push forward when challenges arise are of utmost importance. 
TRAUMA EDUCATION FOR TEACHERS 
This body of work provides considerable detail as to the implications of trauma and how 
trauma affects the brain.  The way in which educators learn about trauma is another layer to 
generating a trauma-informed school.  School District A began to add trauma training to the 






as another lens for teachers as trauma falls under the umbrella of equity in the school setting.  
The resistance to trauma was less than the equity response, but this could be because teachers 
were used to this avenue of training by this point.  It could also have been viewed as less 
controversial and elicited less of a defense mechanism than equity training. 
Research has shown that the more teachers know about a given topic, the more 
enthusiastic they are to implement their knowledge in the classroom (McIntyre, Baker, & 
Overstreet, 2019).  When presenting initial information to the science teachers in her department, 
the researcher led with the implications of trauma on the brain to garner interest, and the strategy 
proved beneficial.  Providing a wealth of knowledge on a topic intertwined with examples of 
how to use the knowledge in the classroom arms teachers with the skills and context to 
implement new content in the classroom. 
Having started cultural competency training and framing trauma as under the umbrella 
likely fostered a smooth transition into creating a trauma-informed school.  With an equity 
program well underway, adding trauma to the program fit within the context of what the school 
expected from its teachers.  “Alternatively, if the teacher perceives the approach to misalign with 
system practices or norms, benefits of knowledge on acceptability may be attenuated” (McIntyre 
et al., 2019, p. 96). Programming that does not fall within system policies often fails to provide 
meaning for teachers as they cannot relate to how new policies would be implemented into the 
working environment. 
CURRENT AND FUTURE PROGRAMMING 
The researcher has been teaching from home since March 2020 due to COVID-19.  






developed a team to specifically target students and staff's trauma and further anti-racist training 
as the racial unrest from the summer months was still at the forefront of American life.  The 
researcher assumed a large role in presenting information and helping with professional 
development content as her research was closely related to current political and social stressors.  
In addition to information sharing, restorative circles were also used as a strategy to get staff 
engaged and involved in an environment based on sharing and trust.  The use of the circles was 
difficult at first, as the staff was unfamiliar with the format but quickly grew to be a comfortable 
and helpful strategy to encourage discussion on a variety of topics, including being anti-racist 
and identifying trauma in ourselves and our students. 
Administrator belief that staff must be anti-racist and trauma-informed in School District 
A is strong.  Because of this significant core belief, these educational programs will persist 
within the district as this is not a ‘check the box’ type of initiative.  As the Illinois State Board of 
Education adopted the Culturally Responsive Teaching and Learning Standards in December 
2020, School District A will increase work in ensuring the curriculum is multicultural in its 
derivation and representative of all students.   
CONCLUSION 
 Resistance to change is typical human behavior, and educators are not an exception to the 
rule.  When professional development is introduced that challenges long-held belief systems, 
change becomes much more difficult.  This does not mean, however, change is not warranted.  
Placing educators who are not attempting to become anti-racist in a classroom with students of 
varying cultures is a disservice to children and our educational system as a whole.  The school 






administration, teachers, and support staff.  School District A has done an excellent job 
identifying bias and working to negate it, but the work is not finished and will never reach 
completion.  Working within the task force on implementing these programs has provided the 
researcher with a unique lens for professional development, particularly for anti-racist and 
trauma-informed programming.  This lens has allowed her to view resistance to change, 



















CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH FINDINGS 
“Schools perpetuate systemic biases regularly, such as systemic racism and classism. If teachers, 
students, and staff are not trained on how to identify their implicit or conscious bias, it can create 
a very hostile learning environment for students.” –Anonymous Survey Response, December, 
2020 
INTRODUCTION 
 Martha Nussbaum inquired, “What are people actually able to do and to be? What real 
opportunities are available to them?” (2011, p.72).  This body of work looks to examine the 
questions posed by Nussbaum in regards to what opportunities should be available to all via an 
equitable, informed, and nurturing education. The information gathered in this study is derived 
from educational research, anonymous surveys, and in-depth interviews with the intent to collect 
rich, informative data.  Limitations of the research were discussed in Chapter 3, and while 
limitations have been explored, the researcher has worked to design the study in a way that will 
provide as much informative text as is possible in this setting.   
 The anonymous survey administered was provided to all teachers in School District A, 
and the response was slightly higher than anticipated, especially as all teachers within the district 
have been working remotely since March 2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic.  Several teachers 
also signed up for in-depth interviews, which was surprising to the researcher as it did not seem 
likely that teachers would like to sign up for another meeting on Zoom after spending all day 
teaching on the platform.  Nevertheless, the researcher received 69 completed surveys and 






 Covid-19 altered the structure of the study only in the second phase.  The intent of the 
researcher was always to conduct an anonymous survey in phase one.  However, the interviews 
would likely have been conducted in person if the global pandemic hadn’t forced School District 
A to work from home.  That being said, using the Zoom platform proved useful for video and 
transcription purposes.  
SURVEY RESULTS 
 The closed-ended survey (Appendix A) answers will be examined in this section and 
open-ended, survey answers will be analyzed for themes within the responses.  The anonymous 
survey was completed by 69 teachers from HS1 and HS2 and answers will be broken down by 
question.  In the survey, all 69 teachers answered every question making participation on each 
question 100%. 
 Figure 1 displays the number of teachers who have received training or professional 
development on trauma.   
Question #1 - Have you received training/professional development on trauma?                                 
 









The participants reported 84% having received some form of training or professional 
development on trauma.  Of the participants, 10% said they had not received training, and 6% 
were unsure if they had received training on the topic. Literature around national teacher training 
in trauma is lacking yet in comparison to districts locally, 84% of teachers being trained in 
trauma is high for a district as large as School District A.   
 Question #2 - If so, what was the duration of the training? 
 
Figure 2 - Training Duration 
 
Most commonly, participants reported having more than 2 hours of trauma training at 
57%.  Less than 1 hour and 1-2 hour choices were selected by 19% of the participants, and 1 
hour was chosen by 6% of participants.  While this data shows a significant portion of teachers 
having more than two hours of training in trauma, it is important to note that less than 15 hours 
of training in trauma shows little to no difference in student and academic outcomes (Yoon, 








Question #3 – How would you define trauma? 
All participants answered this open-ended question.  All provided a definition that 
partially depicted trauma, although 49 of the participants (71%) referred to trauma as being 
caused by a singular event as opposed to recurring. Figure 3 provides common themes and 
implications from the definitions provided by participants.  
 
Category Percentage Implication 
Singular Event 71% Most teachers defined trauma as being 
singular, which it can be but not 
always. 
Negative Association 100% All teachers described trauma as being 
a negative experience. 
Referenced Physical Implications of 
Trauma 
23% Only about a quarter of teachers 
described trauma as having physical 
affects. 
Referenced Emotional Implications of 
Trauma 
46% Approximately half of teachers 
described trauma as having emotional 
affects. 
Referenced Academic Implications of 
Trauma 
4% A small portion of teachers referenced 
the academic implications of trauma. 
Referenced Generational Aspects of 
Trauma 
0% No teacher referred to generational 
trauma in the definition.  
Table 1 – Trauma Definition Codes 
  
Question #4 - Do you believe a relationship exists between trauma and school   
 performance? Please explain. 
 All participants in the survey said that trauma does indeed impact school performance.  
Most commonly included within the open-ended answers were implications on the ability to 






issues with motivation, self-image, relationship development, trust, engagement, cognitive 
progress, and overall health as impactors of school performance. 
 These responses align well with educational research on developmental trauma.  
Research speaks to the lack of sufficient training in trauma and its classroom implications for 
teachers (Ko, Ford, Kassam-Adams, Berkowitz, Wilson, Wong, et al., 2008) leading to a lack 
of student success.  District A, however, has a high level of elementary trauma understanding.  
 Question #5 – Without looking it up, are you familiar with transgenerational trauma? 
 
Figure 3 - Transgenerational Trauma Familiarity 
 
 In an effort to gauge the understanding of teachers around long-term forms of trauma, 
the researcher asked about prior knowledge regarding transgenerational trauma.  Of the 
respondents, 54% said they possess knowledge regarding this form of trauma, and 46% did 
not.  This additional knowledge of transgenerational trauma comes from outside readings or 
training as School District A has not provided training on this topic as of yet.  A lack of 
understanding regarding transgenerational trauma is significantly impacting students both in 






addressed this type of trauma yet and it is very likely that other local districts have not either as 
District A is often used as a model for trauma and equity training. 
Question #6 - Are there events that can occur in a school setting that might induce  
trauma? Please explain.  
 
 All respondents answered yes to this question though their reasons varied.  The 
researcher did a simplified code of the answers and came up with four major themes for the 
participant identified sources of trauma.  The four major themes are physical safety, social-
emotional wellness, environment, and discrimination.   
Mentioned most often by participants was the potential for lack of physical safety to 
serve as a source of trauma within schools.  Bullying was mentioned frequently, as was the 
anxiety generated by school shootings and active-shooter safety drills.  Student to student and 
student to staff conflict was also mentioned often as a source of school-related trauma.   
 Social-emotional trauma, in the form of embarrassment, ignorance, and minimization, 
was identified as a potential trauma-inducing element, generally teacher to student in nature.  
Traumatic social interactions in person or on social media and various triggers from outside 
toxic experiences were also mentioned frequently.  Death of a classmate or teacher and 
academic pressures were also listed as sources, although not as often as value-laden sources 
(teacher empathy).   
 Discriminatory practices via educational systems that favor white students were often 
mentioned by participants.  Curriculum that ignores racism or addresses racism but does not 
speak to white violence, as well as situations where slavery is introduced, and a Black student 






could be induced.  Within this category, the racist, sexist, and homophobic actions of teachers 
were also listed as a way a student could be traumatized. 
 When examining the environmental impact of trauma, participants responded that 
implications of poverty might result in toxic stress at school, as could our current situation with 
remote learning.  The two combined could exacerbate trauma in that food insecurity while 
learning from home can lead to students going hungry if they are unable to get to school to pick 
up meals provided to them. 
INTERVIEW RESULTS 
 Of the survey volunteers, ten were interviewed by the researcher.  The ten participants 
were chosen at random by the researcher after the volunteers were separated by campus to ensure 
representation was ensured from each building.  As stated above, interviews took place via Zoom 
and lasted between 20 and 40 minutes depending upon the amount the participant wanted to 
share.  The researcher took advantage of the Zoom platform and transcription function within the 
program with assistance with inductive coding.  The participants are listed below using a code 
generated by the researcher in addition to their school placement and years in public education 
for data purposes. 
Participant School Years in Education 
1Ts HS1 22 
2Jz HS1, HS2 16 
3Ga HS1 18 
4Dn HS1 20 
5Wr   HS2 18 






6Fz HS2, HS1 7 
7Rm HS1 26 
8Bo HS1 6 
9Br HS1 16 
10Gt HS1 17 
            Table 2  (cont.) 
Ten participants were interviewed over nine days via the Zoom platform.  The researcher 
posed questions from set questions (Appendix B) but allowed the conversation to flow naturally 
and asked appropriate follow-up questions where necessary.  The summation of the interviews is 
broken down in this section as follows: 
1.  Systems 
a.  Discipline 
b.  Academics 
c. Discrimination 
d. Safety 
2.  Implications 
 a.  Performance 
 b.  Actions 
 c.  Learning 
 d.  Social-Emotional 
3.  Reflection 
 a.  Personal 
 b.  Student 
 c.  Missteps 
 d.  Progress 
4.  Considerations 






 b.  Growth 
SYSTEMS 
Discipline 
 As stated in Chapter 2, significant gaps exist in discipline data, with Black and Brown 
students being suspended and expelled at significantly higher rates than their white classmates 
(Dutil, 2020).  In a trauma-informed classroom, the discipline approach tends to look different 
from a traditional classroom as an increased focus on student perspective and needs is often 
provided.  9Br stated in regards to classroom discipline in his trauma-informed classroom: 
9Br: I only have two rules in my classroom.  Everything else is just a procedure.  
So, you want to go to the bathroom or sharpen your pencil or something, that stuff 
is procedures, how I want things done.  The two rules I have are don’t be 
disrespectful and don’t get in the way of other people’s progress.  Everybody here 
knows and understands what it means to be disrespected, and you know better.  If 
you screw up, own it. And there have been times when I say something, and I’m 
like, you know what, I need to back up.  That sounded way more innocent and 
funny in my head than it came out, and that’s not how I want you to feel about 
yourself, and it’s not how I feel about you.  We need to be able to do that in a 
class. 
Dutil (2020) states schools with excessive discipline tend to be less safe than those using 
trauma-informed, evidence-based methods.  Discipline is not always handled in that fashion 
within schools, and students notice when discrepancies exist in the ways in which they are 






7Rm: There had been a big fight, and the students were telling me that they felt 
that the resource officers had been much rougher on the Black males when 
breaking up the fight in terms of slamming them around than they had ever seen 
with other students.  And then there was an announcement on the PA system 
mentioning concern that people were videotaping, and so the BSU members were 
telling me white and Hispanic kids videotape all the time; why was there a PA 
announcement today?  They were not pleased at all.  And so I think they do think 
there are discrepancies still in how Black students specifically are disciplined and 
how they are regarded by the authoritative figures in the building. 
Academics 
 Educational systems are often examined due to the underrepresentation of Black 
and Brown students in advanced classes as well as the ways in which students are placed 
or tracked in school.  Participant 5Wr, who has extensive training in trauma, said: 
5Wr: So they’re just kind of aloof, you know, and they might just be coasting by 
with the C. But what if they could achieve the A?  Did anybody talk to them?  Did 
anybody really get in-depth with the trauma, their experiences?  So it’s about how 
can you let me figure out what their true potential is.  It’s where you really know 
if you figure out what their true potential is and then when they do their work.  If 
they aren’t meeting that, then you can figure out there must be something there. If 
you are getting Cs and your data shows you should be getting As, that’s when we 
need to figure something out...When it’s not consistent, I want to dig in and figure 






 Student placement can be a source of academic trauma.  From placing a student in a self-
contained classroom because of an ED diagnosis to enrolling a student in an AP course who is 
not prepared for the course, misplaced students can experience trauma.  6Fz stated: 
6Fz: Even when we look at the way we apply students into ESL classrooms…I 
found out many of them have never lived outside the US and were born here.  
Some of them don’t even know Spanish.  And the question arises, why are you in 
my class? The kid is labeled, and when you ask if they have had an ESL class 
before and they say “not for years.” A lot of these things that happen are negative 
influences on these kids’ ability to succeed. 
Discrimination 
Martha Nussbaum (Burleigh, 2018) states, “we project grossness onto a racial or 
gender subgroup or caste. A big part of social subordination and discrimination is to 
ascribe hyper-animality to other groups and use that as an excuse for subordinating them 
further. Systems of discrimination are still existing in our schools” (p.1, para. 6).  5Wr 
speaks to generational trauma and discrimination within our schools and society:  
5Wr: There is generational trauma.  And some of it is hard to deal with.  Because 
there is such a distrust in the system.  You can use the help.  We should all be out 
there getting help, and a lot of people don’t, because there’s distrust in that system 
where systemic racism is real.  And, if you actually address that, you can start 







 Transgender students are often a marginalized group that struggles for equity 
within the school setting.  From teachers not acknowledging correct pronouns or names 
to difficulties with locker room privileges, courts have had to weigh in to provide 
transgender students’ rights within schools.  The discrimination of trans students came up 
more than once in interviews as well as in the all-staff survey: 
1Ts: I mean, even the bathroom for transgender students is a problem.  It is so 
much farther away, and students need a key to use it.  They need to ask to go to 
the bathroom and then need to access the key to get in.  Now they have spent ten 
plus minutes just trying to go to the bathroom. 
10Gt: There are so many I can think of.  I think about our trans kids that can’t 
even go to the flippin’ bathroom.  They have to ask for the key; that’s disgusting.    
  
Safety 
 Participants in the all-staff survey often spoke about security being a source of trauma in 
the building.  Participating in active shooter drills and bullying were typical responses.  
Interviews also provided feedback regarding issues of physical and mental safety within the 
school day.  Parents trust schools to be safe places for their children during the day, and when 
that principle is challenged, issues of trust arise.  Speaking to safety within school, 10Gt said: 
10Gt: This is a big one for me personally.  If a student has been traumatized by 
somebody else in the building.  And then, for them to say you’re on a contract, 






forced to go in the building with that monster?  And, they don’t have a choice.  
Just stay away from them.  Oh, ok. 
 Yoon (2019, p. 429) states, “In efforts not to see students as their behaviors, trauma, or 
race, educators inadvertently silenced the development of a positive disability identity.” When 
speaking to disability, identity, and safety, 4Dn states: 
4Dn: Yes, this takes place more often in the special ed environment because it’s 
smaller.  We had cases where a student was moved out or to a different 
placement, and the relief in some of those kids and just the whole atmosphere 
changed.  These poor kids, a lot of them didn’t want to speak out because they 
were afraid.  It’s unfortunate to say that, but it’s true. 
IMPLICATIONS 
 Performance 
 An anonymous survey respondent stated, “students cannot perform at their best when 
their minds are clouded with negative experiences. They are at a disadvantage compared to peers 
who don't experience traumatic events.” Educational research, as well as survey and interview 
texts from this body of work, indicate trauma has significant implications on school 
performance.  Survey results showed that all teachers believe that trauma impacts student 
performance in a variety of ways.  4Dn states: 
4Dn: When students are challenged or triggered, they give up.  Or, they make 
things so much harder for themselves. So, for example, as soon as they are 
triggered into trauma, it impacts their ability to communicate their needs to the 
teacher.  It impacts their motivation to carry on with an assignment or just doing 






that moment, that challenge, then that could be the beginning of the end for them.  
And, you know, once a student starts spiraling down, it’s hard to bring them back 
up. 
 Clinical signs of trauma are not always easily identifiable or even present (Dods, 
2015). In an attempt to avoid treating students as a monolith, students experiencing 
trauma have various ways in which they cope.  Some shut down while in school, and 
others excel. In relation to the variation in student performance, 9Br stated:  
9Br: Typically, there is no middle ground with students with trauma.  There are 
either the almost obsessive-compulsive I’m going to compensate for the disaster 
that is my life by being a brilliant academic I’m going to bury myself in my work.  
I’m going to be the top student; I’m going to stay at school as late as possible with 
extracurriculars and all that stuff and basically live at school.  Then, there’s the 
kid who says, why bother, this is absolute garbage, I’m not doing this anymore.  
I’ll go to the class, and the teacher makes me laugh, but other than that, I don’t 
want to do it.  I can’t. 
Actions 
 Student actions as the result of trauma can also vary.  Teachers are often reluctant to get 
involved in trauma identification because of the variance in symptoms.  4Dn stated about teacher 
intervention, “There is a struggle because they say to themselves ‘I’m not a therapist. I’m not 
here to deal with all their issues.’ You are right, but we can work together. Can you invite the 






9Br: I had two students that had been sexually assaulted…one of them suddenly 
was 85 pounds heavier, and she pulled into herself, started dressing differently, 
and changed her hair.  Another would do this high-pitched baby voice whenever 
she got anxious.  I started actually teasing her about it, and then I was told that she 
had been assaulted.  Both were signs of assault because they were trying to make 
themselves seem younger and not as attractive, and so we needed to get them 
help.   
He continues: 
9Br: There was a kid, on the surface, he was doing well, but his family had fallen 
on hard times, and he was ashamed of it.  He was stealing kids’ food at lunch 
because he didn’t want to ask for free and reduced.  And he didn’t have enough 
food at home, so he was literally at people’s tables just eating off their trays…We 
have to get them to a point where the trauma is not a barrier to every other part of 
their life. 
Learning 
 Students suffering from complex trauma have deficits concerning attention, abstract 
reasoning, and executive functioning (Cook, Spinazzola, Ford, Lanktree, Blaustein, Cloitre & 
Van derKolk, courtesy of Miller & Moffett, 2019).  10Gt states,  
10Gt: Usually, traumas are not shared in the whole class, and I almost feel that 
sometimes those students, because of those personal traumas and other people 






being messy or sloppy.  Or, they’re not trying because they don’t know the whole 
story.  I would say, 99% of the time, they are internalizing everything. 
10Gt continues speaking to executive functioning and trauma: 
10Gt: Every day she would come in with, I don’t want to say it was her coping 
mechanism, but it was like a false smile.  It was almost on the days that she came 
in more happy, more like a big fake presentation, you knew something happened, 
like, you could feel her mask…She couldn’t get to the next logical step mentally 
so it was you’d have a conversation with her, and she’d be working on whatever 
with me but with what she had going on, it was meaningless classwork.  She 
couldn’t follow those next logical steps.  It was something like, did you take this 
out of your folder, and it was too much.  Too much was scattered in her brain to 
get to the next step.  
Social-Emotional 
 Weaving social and emotional learning (SEL) into the curriculum is a methodology 
sought out by schools at all levels to supplement the compliance programming that is PBIS 
(Plumb et al., 2016).  Despite students having experienced SEL curricula as early as 
Kindergarten, these areas still have a great impact on the well-being of students of all ages.  4Dn 
relayed ways in which students with trauma can be affected emotionally during the day: 
4Dn: Something as simple as the lunch line.  Students are cutting, other students, 
they are thinking about do I have enough money today, others are trying to, you 
know, not eat and are just watching people eat…That’s why it’s normal to see 






avoid lunch completely or tag on to a staff member that will nicely allow them to 
eat in their office…You see that one person just eating by themselves, and you 
kind of wonder if there is something else going on. 
8Bo speaks to S-E impacts via technology: 
8Bo: Our kids are connected 24/7, so if they want to stay in contact with 
somebody, they always can.  If something gets out about them, the whole school 
knows within minutes…It affects their attendance, wanting to be in school/not 
wanting to be in school.  Seeing people in the hallway, avoiding people, we all 
live in a society where a lot of this is very unavoidable. 
1Ts concludes with thoughts about students suffering from trauma: 
1Ts: I had a student who lost both parents within months.  He confided in me, so I 
knew these things.  In response, he just turned off, didn’t see a purpose in 
anything, and at times could be defiant.  He just didn’t see a purpose in coming to 
school.  This was 10-12 years ago, so we didn’t have this training; I was just 
supporting him and having real conversations.  He absolutely didn’t see the 
importance of school tasks. 
REFLECTION 
Personal 
  A large component of teacher professional development and growth centers around 






backgrounds of the students in their classrooms allows for a classroom where both student and 
teacher can grow (Riordan, et al., 2019).  1Ts speaks to early experiences in equity training: 
1Ts: About 7 or 8 years ago was the beginning of my formal equity training.  My 
previous workplaces didn’t touch the subject.  Equity training was the first time I 
was forced to examine, acknowledge my white privilege. 
She continues with an anecdote regarding staff and student reaction to a traumatic 
event occurring in the building: 
1Ts: Thinking back, after the event occurred, the kids’ reaction was concerning.  
Some were laughing and making fun.  Maybe we should have paid more attention 
to that. 
2Jz speaks to her thoughts regarding herself and others around trauma: 
2Jz: It makes me want to do more.  Everyone experiences trauma differently.  
What is Earth-shattering to one child goes over the head of another.  If some 
people knew what they were doing to kids, maybe they would stop. 
3Ga reflected on his approach in the classroom: 
3Ga: I’m not the type of teacher to take time to talk about issues in front of the 
class or share a lot.  I’m not that great at SEL and mainly just stick to business. 
Student 
 A commonality across all frameworks of sociocultural teaching is affirming students’ 






(Riordan, et al., 2019).  5Wr shares thoughts about the perspective of students dealing with 
trauma: 
5Wr: Everybody misinterprets what the withdrawn behaviors are for by not really 
understanding that it is tied to a trauma and it’s not lack of interest or caring.  This 
is what everybody thinks when a student is doing bad; it’s just because they don’t 
care.  Students actually do care – blanket statement, students, do care.  So, if they 
do, then what is the issue that they’re struggling with? 
Student perspectives while enduring trauma also change with time and age. 10Gt 
shared thoughts on the variation in behaviors in upper vs. lowerclassmen. 
10Gt: My upperclassmen, it’s much more of a these are the cards that I’ve been 
dealt, and this is the life I’ve been given and not, kind-of set a future goal – 
nobody is going to help me.  They are kind-of shocked when I actually care and 
want to talk…They are shocked when somebody wants to reach out to help them.  
I think it’s because they have been through this cycle of trauma, and their grades 
have suffered, and they just feel like everybody sees me as this failure, and then 
for somebody to care, it’s like, oh my goodness.  
Educators being able to identify with their students' cultural backgrounds is a 
doorway to bonding with students.  6Fz stated: 
6Fz: I am a Latino teacher, and I teach them in Spanish.  I have stories to relate to 
them, okay?...For example, if I was a Latino who was from a wealthy family, I 
wouldn’t be able to connect with Latino students who grew up poor.  I grew up in 






whole spectrum – having nothing to being able to buy motorcycles, so I’m all 
over the spectrum. 
In contrast, 7Rm speaks to how similar cultural backgrounds can provide a layer of 
potential conflict. 
7Rm: There are times when I actually feel that I’m being disrespected because I 
am a Black woman.  I think some of the students, broadly speaking, think, oh, 
she’s gonna be cool because we’re both Black.  And, when I say I expect you to 
turn in that essay and you’re going to be held accountable, some of them turned 
on me so quickly it’s not even funny.  Like, you’re not cool.  And, I do try to hold 
them accountable and have off the record conversations with them where I’m 
saying you are a Black male going out into the world, you cannot do this, and I’m 
not cool anymore…Let me be clear, I think the extent to which I deal with anti-
racism, to the extent to which I talk about my experiences, I see the heads going 
up and down, and a few of them will say ‘Amen.’  So, they like somebody having 
my experience.  But, when it comes to holding them accountable, I’m not cool.  
And, I don’t think, at this point, it matters what I am saying; I’m still some 
oppressive teacher. 
Missteps 
 Missteps are common within any system or organization.  Many Black and Brown 
students in US schools experience instruction that requires compliance to be sustainable 






5Wr: I think there needs to be a revamping literature that has to be used with the 
N-word.  It does not have to be used to teach literary concepts.  I think history 
needs to be totally revamped, and true history needs to be told.  Let’s not say 
slaves came over on ships.  No, they were stolen, captured, beaten, and 
killed…It’s difficult for the minority person in the class.  It’s like, you want to say 
stuff but do you really want to say stuff because the teacher sets the tone, and are 
you going to be supported?  For example, talking about slavery, let’s look at the 
black person.  I wasn’t a slave, so; don’t stare at me every single time we talk 
about that. 
 6Fz speaks to the missteps that can happen when teachers are trained on trauma 
but struggle to appropriately implement trauma-informed strategies. 
6Fz: Part of the training that I didn’t like was that it was giving all this 
information and overview, and people were taking this information wrong.  It’s 
I’m going to start to diagnose all the students as having traumatic events.  And the 
reality is, you’re not qualified.  When we’re discussing trauma and all of a 
sudden, teachers are like, well, I have students, I’m going to give them these 
assessments (ACES test), and I’m like no, don’t do it, it’s not your job. 
Progress 
 In pursuit of culturally competent and trauma-informed teaching staff, staff expectations 
are warranted, but they should expect support in return.  A key to teacher success is 
administrative support. Schools should not invest in teacher professional development unless 






consistent training to help develop the positive support network on which their work depends 
(Gigante & Firestone, 2008). 9Br spoke to the relationship necessary for making progress with 
program implementation: 
9Br: We need to get teachers to recognize that this is a real thing, and I also think 
that we need to, as a district, explain to newer teachers that we are not expecting 
them to go at this alone and we’re not trying to make them responsible for fixing 
stuff.  We just need them to be aware and to know who to turn to if they are stuck 
and understand that certain approaches work better with kids who might be 
suffering from psychological issues. 
He continued: 
9Br: I feel like making discussions about mental health and well-being a regular 
part of our day is an ideal that we haven’t properly figured out how to apply.  I 
mean, you’ve seen it, the faces – how are you feeling today and we’re going to 
mark this and check ok, I mean, it’s fine...To try to practice it but without the 
underlying understanding of why it’s important and what we’re really doing, and I 
don’t think most adults have ever really faced themselves. 
CONSIDERATIONS 
Recommendations 
 Educational research points to evidence of the effectiveness of professional development 
that is timely and continuous (Pharis, et al., 2019).  Participating in ‘in-house’ professional 






commitment, and increased community (Pharis, et al., 2019).  10Gt provided recommendations 
for further trauma-related professional development: 
10Gt: Whatever it might be, it should be in the form that we hear multiple times 
and in multiple ways, just like we expect with our kids.  It could be scenarios or 
stories because I think sometimes when people read it on paper, it’s hard to 
believe, it’s hard to really go wait, this is an actual student-a human being in front 
of me. 
1Ts recommends: 
1Ts: It should include conversation among each other and more support.  ACES 
training is needed; it needs to be explicit. 
7Rm suggested: 
7Rm: I think people coming in who are part of marginalized groups to share their 
stories, as well as professionals from marginalized groups who have overcome 
certain traumas, so they are on the other side of it. Over the years, hearing from 
people immersed in those communities, who are still working with these kids and 
students and those who’ve overcome it and what they are able to share in 
hindsight since they’ve gotten to the other side. 
9Br provided: 
9Br: First and foremost, we need to unlearn some of the assumptions that we have 
about what trauma is.  I think this kind-of suck it up, buttercup mentality of I got 







4Dn: Trauma reminds us that students are different and our approaches should be 
different, according to how we identify the needs of the students, and sometimes 
we have to be that direct and ask them – what do you need from me?  What am I 
doing that’s making this harder for you?  How can I help you with and what can I 
do? 
Growth 
 Martha Nussbaum stated, “it’s a form of human love to accept our complicated, messy 
humanity and not run away from it (2016).  It’s important to remember that educators are human 
beings with their own potential trauma and personal lives within the context of this work. Within 
this context, it is helpful for educators to be reflective of their selves and their craft.  1Ts speaks 
to areas of growth:  
1Ts: He taught me not to take my subject matter and the things I teach so 
seriously. If you can apply your own personal experiences to an experience like 
that, it is more meaningful. 
6Fz added perspective to approaching trauma behaviors and experiences: 
6Fz: A lot of people in the school think some kids are crazy, always misbehaving, 
and I’m like, that’s my cousin right there; literally, he acts like my cousin, and we 
grew up loving the same things.  And sure, we had it rough coming up, but does 
that make him a bad student?  It’s very different, the way I might see some act 
compared to someone else. And when it comes down to traumatic events, a lot of 






Because we’ve been used to having so much, we look at them and are like, oh, 
they have nothing when in reality, they are like I’m way better off than I was 
before. 
4Dn added perspective to the broader struggles of educators and students: 
4Dn: Just the traditional reasons, excuses we’ve come up with in the past but 
rather stop and think about, ok, what might be going on with this student that 
might be a different reason than I typically believe and to understand their 
behavior and I believe in order to do that we need to be brutally honest with our 
own struggles and understanding trauma and how it impacts ourselves because I 
think they do hand in hand. 
CONCLUSION 
 This chapter includes the presentation of data from staff surveys and interviews.  
The researcher was able to present quantitative data from staff responses related to 
trauma training and experience and qualitative data from survey answers and in-depth 
interviews.  Data is presented in various forms in this chapter and includes the 
interweaving of educational research and interview direct quotations.  The researcher will 
triangulate the data further in Chapter 6 to provide an interpretation of the research 
gathered to address the original research questions of this study.   
 Chapter 2 presented research related to trauma, the implications of trauma within 
schools, the teacher's role in identifying trauma and becoming trauma-informed, and best 
strategies moving forward.  Teacher impressions of trauma were recorded in this chapter 






employed social justice theory to emphasize the importance of this work in not only the 
educational context but also for real-world situations. 
 The next and final chapter of this work will include interpretations of all collected 
data, implications of the findings, suggestions for further research, and best practices for 




















CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
“The natural distribution is neither just nor unjust; nor is it unjust that persons are born into 
society at some particular position. These are simply natural facts. What is just and unjust is the 
way that institutions deal with these facts.” 
― John Rawls (1971, p. 61) 
INTRODUCTION 
The role of an educator has always been multi-layered.  However, the past ten years have 
initiated a significant and needed shift to an approach more holistic in nature and significantly 
more in tune with students' social and emotional needs.  For the researcher, this has been a 
welcomed shift and one that has provided significant growth both academically and personally.  
As schools shift to an approach that focuses on healing-centered engagement, teachers will need 
to expand knowledge and experience to provide the classroom environment this approach 
requires.  While it does appear to be yet another ask of educators, it is one that, if implemented 
correctly, can alleviate many potential issues – from discipline to graduation rates to overall 
building morale. 
This body of work is truly a labor of love for the researcher and encompasses many 
existing passions.  The quest for an equitable learning environment for all students and providing 
a safe space in which all students can thrive, to name a few.  Gathering data from teachers 
around what they currently know and think about student-related trauma has given her a baseline 







School District A produced 69 survey responses and ten in-depth interviews for 
compilation with existing educational research, making for a large body of data for analysis.  The 
surveys were turned in anonymously, so participants provided no markers for identification.  The 
interviews, however, we conducted with both males and females, all with varying years of 
service within the district.   
The researcher looked to gain a greater understanding of what educators know about 
developmental trauma as well as whether teachers feel there are trauma-inducing systems within 
schools.  Via the information-seeking surveys sent to staff and in-depth interviews conducted, 
the researcher was able to gather significant information to address both objectives.  However, 
that does not mean these topics of study would not benefit from more longitudinal forms of 
research. 
The researcher has examined the current educational literature surrounding trauma, 
education, race, and poverty and has provided context to the process of working toward equity 
and trauma-informed classrooms within School District A.  Limitations of the research and 
researcher reliability have also been examined in this work to acknowledge that further research 
is necessary, but this work was done with integrity, passion, and diligence. 
In this final chapter, the researcher will provide an analysis of the qualitative and 
quantitative research gathered in the study.  The way in which these findings infuse with current 
literature and theoretical perspectives will also be examined to tell the story of educator 









SUMMARY OF CONSTRUCTION 
Interview Data 
 Each of the ten interviews took place via Zoom and included the researcher and educator 
only.  A set of questions (Appendix B) had been generated ahead of time, but the conversation 
was allowed to flow freely and often exceeded the generated queries.  All participants spoke 
spontaneously and expressed thoughts about trauma within their classrooms via an experiential 
lens.   
 Using a social justice lens allowed the researcher to work under the premise that an 
accessible, challenging, and engaging public education is the right for every child, and within 
this framework, students with more significant needs are deserving of all services necessary to 
access success.  Amartya Sen stated,  
Knowledge is a very special commodity: the more you give away, the more you 
have left. Imparting education not only enlightens the receiver, but also broadens 
the giver—the teachers, the parents, the friends. Schooling not only benefits the 
person being schooled, but also others who are close to those who are being 
schooled. Basic education is a truly social good, which people can share and from 
which they can jointly benefit, without having to snatch it from others. (2003, p. 
21). 
From the interview process, the researcher was able to gather data reflecting the research 
questions – are teachers aware of the impacts of trauma in the school setting and how schools are 







 The researcher began the process of inductive coding immediately after interview 
completion.  As a process of this scale was new to the researcher, she read the interviews several 
times before beginning the coding process to get a feel for the collected data.  Saldana states 
coding qualitative data requires “meticulous attention to language and images, and deep 
reflection on the emergent patterns and meanings of human experience” (2016, p. 11).  The 
process was as described and the more the data was read, the more apparent patterns and themes 
became. 
 Coding was conducted by hand as it proved to be more reflective and useful for the 
researcher than computer programs turned out to be.  Coding by hand also provided the 
researcher more control over the process and ownership of the selected themes (Saldana, 2016).  
All narrative provided by the participants was used for coding, and text provided by the 
researcher was not as the researcher was interested in the perspective of the participants, not her 
own in this context (Saldana, 2016).   
 The coding process meticulously described by Johnny Saldana was examined and utilized 
by the researcher.  Saldana recommends seven attributes for successful coding, which the 
researcher attempted – organization, perseverance, the ability to deal with ambiguity, flexibility, 
creativity, being ethical and honest with data, and possessing an elaborate vocabulary (2016).  
While some of the initiatives were more successful than others, staying true to the data was of 









 Using an inductive, flat coding process allowed the researcher to determine themes and 
codes that were not emphasized as more or less important within the data (Saldana, 2016).  This 
approach allowed the researcher to separate data patterns that display relationships between 
educational systems, teacher knowledge and recommendations, and the implications of trauma 
within all research areas. 
 Upon completion of the coding process, four themes were derived by the researcher – 
systems, implications, reflection, and considerations.  Codes within the Systems category are 
discipline, academics, discrimination, and safety.  Implications contains performance, action, 
learning, and social-emotional.  Progress, missteps, student, and personal are codes within the 
Reflection category, and recommendations and growth are codes for Considerations. 
FINDINGS SUMMARY 
 What teachers know about the implications of trauma in the classroom, coupled with their 
views on if and how schools can induce trauma, was the research study's intent.  Gloria Ladson-
Billings (2006) speaks extensively to the education debt perpetuated by the framework of US 
schools, and the implications of this research coupled with the educational research of others are 
in agreement with Ladson-Billings’ work.  Students exposed to significant levels of trauma are 
indeed at a disadvantage in the academic setting, and therefore, teachers must be equipped to 
meet the needs of these students to help them along the pathway to improved mental health and 









Despite efforts to negate it, discrimination is still a part of the educational experience for 
students.  McGee and Stovall (2015) speak to the narrative of Ta-Nehisi Coates in “The Case for 
Reparations”: 
some members of the African American community believe these 
same cultural pathologies explain the poverty and disadvantage plaguing so many 
Black lives, but also ardently believe that these outcomes can be altered through 
“individual grit and exceptionally good behavior.” He argues further that this 
strategy is not only wrong, but it is dangerous: “The kind of trenchant racism 
to which black people have persistently been subjected can never be defeated by 
making its victims more respectable. The essence of American racism is 
disrespect. And in the wake of the grim numbers, we see the grim inheritance.” 
Coates claims that grit ignores the brutality that white slaveholders and politicians 
(often synonymous) inflicted on black individuals and families and further states 
that the devastation surely did not end with the end of slavery (p. 503). 
The ways in which programming in schools ask students of color to assimilate to white 
expectations and norms is one way students are traumatized within schools.  As stated in 
Chapter 3, asking students to develop grit in response to how they are marginalized and 
discriminated against is detrimental to academic success and overall mental health 
(McGee & Stovall, 2015).   
Discipline data continues to show significant discrepancies between white 






data surrounding existing discrepancies in discipline data provided by a variety of 
sources: 
Data released by the U. S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights 
(2014) shows that Black students are more likely to be suspended than their 
white classmates. Even though Black students make up just 18 percent 
of students nationally, they comprise 35 percent of suspensions and 39 
percent expulsions. National suspension rates show that 17%, or one out 
of every six Black school children enrolled in K-12, was suspended at 
least once; this is much higher than for other populations: Native Americans 
(l-in-13 or 8%), Latinos (1-in-14 or 7%), Whites (1-in-20 or 5%), 
or Asian Americans (l-in-50 or 2%) (Losen & Gillespie, 2012). 
This information is further supported by the stories shared by 7Rm regarding how 
Black students feel discriminated against regarding discipline within schools. 
7Rm: …And then there was an announcement on the PA system mentioning 
concern that people were videotaping, and so the BSU members were telling me 
white and Hispanic kids videotape all the time, why was there a PA 
announcement today?  They were not pleased at all.  And so I think they do think 
there are discrepancies still in how Black students specifically are disciplined and 
how they are regarded by the authoritative figures in the building. 
 Extensive research exists on the implications of trauma on academics.  Within this 
study, both in surveys and in interviews, teachers spoke to the existing relationship 
between academic performance and experiential trauma.  The wide-ranging effects of 






strategies, relationship skills, and cognitive development (Martin, et al., 2017).  5Wr 
spoke to academic issues with students suffering from trauma: 
5Wr: So it’s about how can you let me figure out what their true potential is.  It’s 
where you really know if you figure out what their true potential is and then when 
they do their work.  If they aren’t meeting that, then you can figure out there must 
be something there. If you are getting Cs and your data shows you should be 
getting As, that’s when we need to figure something out...When it’s not 
consistent, I want to dig in and figure out what’s going on. 
Implications 
 The implications of trauma are profound, varied, and complex.  Using a social justice 
theoretical framework is essential when developing a trauma-informed professional development 
program as it should be emphasized that every student is entitled to the resources necessary to 
achieve success.  Teacher interviews, surveys, and educational research attest to a link between 
experiential trauma and classroom implications.  4Dn spoke to the struggles students suffering 
from toxic stress have when triggered at school: 
4Dn: When students are challenged or triggered, they give up.  Or, they make 
things so much harder for themselves. So, for example, as soon as they are 
triggered into trauma, it impacts their ability to communicate their needs to the 
teacher.  It impacts their motivation to carry on with an assignment or just doing 







 Within the training teachers receive on trauma, identification of trauma-related behaviors 
is essential.  Identification is imperative as it gives teachers a pathway moving forward that 
differentiates for the student and allows for a nurturing approach.  When school staff witness 
behavior that is inappropriate or out of character, they should consider whether the action results 
from trauma (Martin, et al., 2017).  9Br spoke to behaviors indicative of trauma-related 
experience: 
9Br: I had two students that had been sexually assaulted…one of them suddenly 
was 85 pounds heavier, and she pulled into herself, started dressing differently, 
and changed her hair.  Another would do this high-pitched baby voice whenever 
she got anxious.  I started actually teasing her about it, and then I was told that she 
had been assaulted.  Both were signs of assault because they were trying to make 
themselves seem younger and not as attractive, and so we needed to get them 
help.   
 Educators also must put learning in perspective when students are in the clutches of 
significant trauma.  Trauma is prioritized when the situation is current or unresolved.  When 
students are present in school and enduring emotional duress, learning is difficult, if not 
impossible.  1Ts spoke to the difficulties of learning while experiencing trauma: 
I had a student who lost both parents within months.  He confided in me, so I 
knew these things.  In response, he just turned off, didn’t see a purpose in 
anything, and at times could be defiant.  He just didn’t see a purpose in coming to 






supporting him and having real conversations.  He absolutely didn’t see the 
importance of school tasks. 
Reflection  
 Thoughtful practitioners are ones that reflect on themselves, their students, and their 
craft.  Being able to assess one’s biases, areas of weakness, and areas of excellence is a skill that 
leads to the ability to create a classroom that is mindful and aware of what students may be 
enduring inside and outside of the classroom.  “An example of this occurs when, in one instance, 
persons of color are perceived as simple-minded, aloof, and unassuming people who find 
pleasure in serving those from the majority. Yet in another instance, that same group may be 
depicted as lazy, loud, violent, and out of control” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, courtesy of 
Brown, et al., 2019). 5Wr spoke to the ways in which educators misinterpret student behavior in 
Chapter 5: 
5Wr: Everybody misinterprets what the withdrawn behaviors are for by not really 
understanding that it is tied to a trauma and it’s not lack of interest or caring.  This 
is what everybody thinks when a student is doing bad; it’s just because they don’t 
care.  Students actually do care – blanket statement, students do care.  So, if they 
do, then what is the issue that they’re struggling with? 
 Teacher reflection also occurs when there are patterns of behavior reflected that may or 
may not be expected regarding race.  7Rm reflected on how her race helps her to identify with 
students but also causes occasional conflict: 
7Rm: There are times when I actually feel that I’m being disrespected because I 






she’s gonna be cool because we’re both Black.  And, when I say I expect you to 
turn in that essay and you’re going to be held accountable, some of them turned 
on me so quickly it’s not even funny.  Like, you’re not cool.  And, I do try to hold 
them accountable and have off the record conversations with them where I’m 
saying, you are a Black male going out into the world, you cannot do this, and I’m 
not cool anymore. 
 Reflection on the trauma-inducing potential of the educational setting is a 
significant investigation of this body of work.  Gorski states, “For instance, they are 
reading To Kill a Mockingbird and learning about what it was like for people ‘back then’.  
At the same time, they are experiencing racism in school and in their communities in the 
present tense” (Gaffney, 2019).  5Wr confirms the potential for trauma within the 
curriculum: 
5Wr: I think there needs to be a revamping literature that has to be used with the 
N-word.  It does not have to be used to teach literary concepts.  I think history 
needs to be totally revamped, and true history needs to be told.  Let’s not say 
slaves came over on ships.  No, they were stolen, captured, beaten, and 
killed…It’s difficult for the minority person in the class. 
Considerations  
 When examining areas for growth and recommendations for improvement, educators 
must be able to not only reflect but also remain open to the suggestion that change may be 
necessary.  Dods (2015) asserts students require their distress to be recognized and validated.  






best meet their needs.  The educators interviewed in this research suggested the following 
strategies for learning about trauma: 
1.  Provide consistent and repetitive training. 
2. Use scenarios and case studies to provide examples of student trauma. 
3. Provide explicit training on ACES. 
4. Allow teachers time to collaborate and talk to one another. 
5. Invite professionals from marginalized communities to speak to their trauma as 
well as how they got through the experience. 
6. Teachers need to unlearn their assumptions regarding trauma. 
7. Teachers should vary their approach to students with trauma. 
While this list is not comprehensive, it is a compilation of ideas interviewed teachers put 
forth to provide decision makers with a more precise approach to professional development 
regarding trauma.  Martin et al. (2017) states: 
Although some schools have successfully implemented trauma-informed 
approaches, process evaluations have identified several barriers to such success. 
These include: lack of support from administrators and teachers; competing 
teacher responsibilities; problems engaging parents, especially if the language 
about trauma-informed care feels threatening; and stigma 
regarding mental health concerns (p. 960). 
 Taking the time to use reflection as part of the growth process is essential for educators as 






not simply names in the grade book, is vital to student success (Dods, 2015).  1Ts spoke to this 
process of discovery: 
1Ts: He taught me not to take my subject matter and the things I teach so 
seriously. If you can apply your own personal experiences to an experience like 
that, it is more meaningful. 
Acknowledging that trauma is not only a student issue, but a human issue is another layer 
to this very complex issue.  Teachers themselves have likely experienced trauma, and part of 
creating a trauma-informed classroom is identifying and working on one’s toxic stress.  4Dn 
shared thoughts on students and educators suffering from trauma: 
4Dn: Just the traditional reasons, excuses we’ve come up with in the past but 
rather stop and think about, ok, what might be going on with this student that 
might be a different reason than I typically believe and to understand their 
behavior and I believe in order to do that we need to be brutally honest with our 
own struggles and understanding trauma and how it impacts ourselves because I 
think they do hand in hand. 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS EXAMINED 
 The researcher posed two research questions in this mixed-methods study.  By examining 
educational research, surveying certified teachers, and interviewing ten educators, the researcher 
was able to triangulate the data to arrive at findings to the questions being posed. The researcher 
used data from both interviews and surveys to answer the research questions of this study.  The 








What do teachers know and understand about trauma in the school setting? 
Based on data collected from surveys and interviews, teachers in School District A are 
aware of trauma and its impacts in the classroom.  The majority of respondents had training in 
trauma of varying levels. All participants were able to provide a working definition of trauma, 
but approximately half did not regard trauma as being potentially long-term, indicating many 
teachers think of trauma as being a one-time incident.  While this is possible, it is also essential 
to know that trauma can be ongoing and re-occurring.   
Interview participants said they had heard of externalized and internalized behaviors 
related to trauma, but only one had received explicit training on this topic within professional 
development.  If teachers are unclear about internalized and externalized behaviors, it may be 
harder for them to recognize trauma in the classroom. 
Collectively, the information provided by participants showed that teachers are aware of 
trauma, but gaps undeniably exist.  Areas such as student identification, teacher approach 
strategies, understanding the implications of race, ethnicity, religion, and sexuality in trauma, 
and best practices for curricular and pedagogical change are all areas that require further training 
and exploration. 
Question 2. 
Are there ways in which schools are inducing trauma or causing re-traumatization?  What 
are the implications? 
 When answering this question, 100% of teachers via survey and interview said that yes, 






varied and were discussed in Chapter 5.  Many referred to bullying and peer-related issues as 
ways to induce trauma.  Surprisingly, parental academic pressure was only mentioned once in the 
collected data.  Physical safety – specifically violence within schools and school shooter 
experiences and drills-was also often mentioned to induce trauma. 
Despite 54% of teachers responding they are familiar with transgenerational trauma, only 
one person spoke about it as a way for students to experience trauma.  Approximately half of the 
teachers mentioned microaggressions and race as methods to traumatize or re-traumatize 
students in school, and 40% of teachers mentioned racism in the interview.   
While educators appear to realize school can induce trauma for students, lacking seems to 
be a global understanding of how governing systems are disproportionately affecting 
marginalized populations within the school.  Using a CRT perspective on educational practice 
requires old structures to be interrupted via challenging outdated methods such as punitive 
discipline with intent to right some of our existing wrongs (DeMatthews, 2016). 
Looking Forward - Best Practices for Addressing Trauma in the Classroom 
The presence of students suffering from trauma in today’s schools cannot be ignored.  In 
response to this, several schools are already at the forefront of generating a trauma-sensitive 
approach.  While it is known that students exposed to toxic stress often struggle to reach their 
fullest potential, achieving success is possible when schools incorporate strategies to help 
develop resilience.  Child psychologists have identified three characteristics found in students 
determined resilient despite trauma – strong parent-child relationship, adequate cognitive skills, 
and the ability to self-regulate behavior and emotion (Plumb et al., 2016).  Not all students have 






work therapeutically and pedagogically to develop strategies that better set students up for 
success.  Educating teachers in these strategies is imperative to the process because when 
teachers are unaware of how to best engage students suffering from trauma, behaviors can be 
seen as insubordinate, isolating, or lazy, instead of manifestations of stress (Terrasi & Crain de 
Galarce, 2017).  That being said, instructing teachers in resilience and trauma-sensitive education 
is a process that cannot be framed as a way to simply check a box and move on.  These 
methodologies must be implemented with intent, clarity, and direction.  They must also be 
circled back to frequently to ensure staff is well-versed in the vision the school has laid out for 
best practice in trauma-sensitive education. 
Using a social justice theoretical lens requires providing students with whatever they 
need to achieve success.  To best provide services for students exposed to high levels of ACEs, 
various interventions have been designed. Putting social justice theory into practice requires 
providing alternative settings, accessibility to health services, teacher training, and mentor 
programs to better assist all students. While working with students suffering from childhood 
trauma provides challenges, many risk factors can be offset by the presence of a stable, caring 
adult (Redford, 2015).  That being said, ACEs are best negated when targeted early on in the 
child's development.  Therefore, instructing teachers on creating a classroom with a trauma-
sensitive curriculum is imperative in early education classrooms.  Working to prevent toxic stress 
by educating parents is also a strategy being used at some early childhood centers.  Offering 
prevention programs at locations such as these have proven to increase child engagement and 
long-term retention within the school system (Woods-Jaeger, Sexton, Gardner, Seidlik, Slagel, 
Tezza & O’Malley, 2018).  Early childhood intervention has also been shown to increase school 






special education services for students exposed to toxic stress (Sigler, 2016).  Identifying 
children suffering from ACEs as early as possible and working with parents to develop strategies 
that promote recovery are ways in which schools can intervene positively to help students that 
may struggle in the educational setting.  Both teachers and parents need to be educated in best 
practices for working with students suffering from toxic stress.   Acquiring knowledge of what 
influences victims to mend from trauma will make successful early intervention programs easier 
to create, sustain and thrive (Morrow, Clayman & McDonagh, 2012).   
Student discipline models are also being examined in schools incorporating a trauma-
sensitive approach.  While schools may be deemed safe environments, they are not free from 
factors that may trigger trauma.  Smell, sound, raised voices, touch and violence may trigger 
students with PTSD associated with ACEs to recall painful experiences (Martin, et al., 2017).  If 
teachers are not trained in trauma in these instances, student behavior may be interpreted as 
inappropriate instead of a response to toxic stress.  This requires a significant amount of work on 
the part of the school, as the entire discipline approach must often be altered.  The approach 
teachers take needs to be modified to “what’s going on?” instead of issuing punitive 
consequences, which for many educators, is not the approach often learned or taken (Martin et 
al., 2017).  This approach is in contrast to schools that have strictly relied on PBIS 
methodologies to encourage positive student behavior.  While PBIS has been used with some 
success, it is strictly a tool to manage student behavior, not address the underlying causes of 
behavior or long-term behavioral and academic outcomes (Plumb et al., 2016).  Classrooms may 
be compliant, but this does not mean they are ready and able to engage in the learning process, 






Schools with appropriate resources or partnerships are adding school-based health centers 
(SBHC) to ensure students have access to adequate medical and mental health care while at 
school. Students are able to get well-checks, vaccinations, sick appointments, and counseling 
sessions while on campus throughout the day. Providing access to SBHCs is being viewed as an 
intervention to address ACEs, mental health, and poor academic performance (Larson et al., 
2017). It was also determined that students that used SBHCs for medical purposes had better 
attendance, and those that used the mental health services saw an increase in GPA (Larson et al., 
2017).  Access to mental health services may prove vital to specifically marginalized students' 
success in the educational setting.  The stigma of mental health issues has been shown to prevent 
underserved students, especially males, from seeking treatment outside of school (Larson et al., 
2017).  This concept provides a link between mental health and academic performance and 
shows a genuine need for an entirely new level of care in the educational setting. 
A strengths-based approach is ultimately one that many schools at all levels are initiating 
to assist with the well-being of all students in the building.  Focusing on identifying and 
celebrating areas of strength can influence students to focus on areas of success rather than those 
of failure.  Many students who experience ACEs are not severely impacted by trauma because of 
increased resilience.  To help students build power and confidence, programs that work on active 
coping, strength building, cognitive flexibility, and social support have proven successful in 
helping children cope with trauma exposure (Chandler, Roberts & Chiodo, 2015).  These 
strategies can carry into adulthood and, with practice, can improve long-term health both 
mentally and physically.  Changing the perspective from "What's wrong with me" to "How have 
I been so strong?" is the ultimate goal for a strengths-based approach that will assist in shifting to 






While the strategies discussed above are research fueled and have been tested by many 
institutions of learning with a variety of students, the fact remains they all require extensive 
learning, practice, and follow-through on the part of the administrators and educators tasked with 
implementing the techniques.  While necessary and beneficial to students, these types of 
initiatives require time, funding, and support to be truly useful. 
CONTRIBUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This body of work sits collectively with previous education research conducted to 
understand varying forms of trauma in the educational setting.  The researcher hopes to inform 
teachers and decision makers about what educators comprehend regarding trauma and how best 
to close gaps in knowledge, so teachers are well-equipped to serve the students they teach.   
The researcher is left with additional questions for future research, such as, what 
classroom strategies are most beneficial to engage students suffering from experiential trauma?  
What methods should be used to inform teachers of the intersectionality of race and trauma?  
Receiving a response from all teachers would have given a more informed understanding of 
teacher knowledge as potentially, only knowledgeable teachers responded.  Interviewing more 
teachers from marginalized populations may have also provided additional insight into 
transgenerational trauma and the weathering associated with its exposure. 
Interviewing students would provide another layer to this research as hearing their stories 
may give the researcher a better idea of what students experiencing trauma genuinely need in the 
educational setting.  However, the researcher was wary of asking students to speak to their 
trauma as a method of gathering research.  As the researcher is not a counselor, she is untrained 






send them back to the learning environment upset.  This may, however, be a valid pathway for a 
researcher with different training. 
The researcher intends to continue the research with a longitudinal study on student 
behavior in a fully trauma-informed, healing-centered classroom.  As the researcher works with 
students with significant toxic stress exposure, this research is possible when students return to 
in-person learning at the conclusion of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
CONCLUDING DISCUSSIONS 
The importance of education cannot be overstated as it is the link to long-term success. 
The effects of early childhood trauma are strongly connected to adversity in the educational 
setting in various forms. As stated earlier, further research is essential to gaining a proper 
understanding of the impacts of toxic stress, transgenerational trauma, and trauma-sensitive 
spaces on the learning continuum. Further exploration of these topics will incorporate the study 
of the association between mental health and academic performance, poverty, and resource 
availability, and race and academic and discipline disproportionality, to name a few. 
Additionally, the logistics surrounding providing on-site health facilities for students to access 
well-care and counseling needs further exploration as it is an obvious expense and potential 
liability for all involved.  Schools may benefit significantly by collaborating and sharing best 
practices and techniques that have been successful in their own settings.  Schools incorporating 
trauma-sensitive techniques along with PBIS strategies are potential sources for others looking to 






Going further, more research should be dedicated to the study of racism, poverty, and the 
implications of toxic stress.  Research should also extend to the topics of sexuality and gender 
identity as a function of ways in which equity is not being extended to all in the educational 
setting. Developing questions for further research include: What are best practices for addressing 
trauma education in settings not receiving necessary resources? In areas not supported with 
necessary resources, what are the “essentials” given monetary restrictions? What are other 
proven best practices for working with students suffering from exposure to early childhood 
trauma?  Are schools equipped and qualified to provide all of the support necessary to help 
students suffering from ACEs?   
Being an educator is not an easy task.  There are many areas of knowledge teachers are 
expected to possess that have nothing to do with the content being taught.  That being said, 
requiring educators to understand the implications of implicit bias, racial weathering, and trauma 
is a non-negotiable.  Teachers must be able to acknowledge the impact of trauma on student 
behavior and performance and, ultimately, realize the ways in which disproportionate discipline 
practices and pedagogical approaches can traumatize and re-traumatize students (Dutil, 2020).  
Systems created to push white students forward while holding Black and Brown students back 
must be dismantled if equity in education is ever to be achieved.  This requires a significant 
amount of professional development and understanding on the part of teachers as well as 
administrators who are ultimately making district-wide decisions. 
 Adverse childhood experience is a multifaceted issue.  This topic involves so much more 
than just trauma.  While adversity is at the heart of the problem, a significant number of variables 
such as poverty, race, funding, resources, and education play significant roles in a variety of 






administrators, educators, doctors, and parents, to name a few.  Students suffering from stress are 
not only suffering from adverse experiences but also experiencing difficulties in the educational 
setting from trauma experienced outside of school.  The implications of potential mental and 
physical health complications experienced from trauma are compounded by a possible lack of 
school success.  School-based experience in resilience training, trauma-sensitive learning, and 
mental health awareness are best practices for setting forth a new generation of learners who are 
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APPENDIX A:  Online Survey Questions 
1. Have you received training/professional development on trauma? 
Answer choices: Yes/no/I don’t know 
2.  If so, what was the duration of the training? 
Answer choices: Less than 1 hour, 1 hour, 2 hours, more than 2 hours 
3. How would you define trauma? 
Open-ended answer – text box provided  
4.  Do you believe a relationship exists between trauma and school performance?  Please 
explain. 
Open-ended answer – text box provided. 
5.  Without looking it up, are you familiar with transgenerational trauma? 
Answer choices: Yes/no 
6.  Are there things that can happen in school that might induce trauma?  Please explain. 
Open-ended answer – text box provided. 
If you are interested in an optional, open-ended interview, please click on the link below to 














APPENDIX B:  Open-Ended Interview Questions 
1.  Please describe the training you have received on trauma in any form. 
 
1a. From your professional development, did you receive training on internalized or 
externalized behaviors exhibited in children with trauma? 
 
 
1b. What kind of training do you feel is necessary for teachers on trauma? 
 
 
2. Are you aware of a student in your classroom who has experienced trauma?  How would 
you describe the behaviors you have experienced? 
 




4. How has your classroom been impacted by student trauma? 
 


















































   
